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PROLOGUE


The sun was starting its slow rise behind them. The moon, unusually large and glowing orange as it inched out of sight beyond the horizon, looked like something from an alien planet.
To James Ryker this place may as well have been.
The world outside the Land Cruiser window jostled and bounced with each pothole the vehicle hit on the blood-red dirt track. Each bump sent a shockwave through Ryker’s spine as he sat on the rock-hard bench.
The driver took the Land Cruiser around a corner, following the winding track in front of them, and the moon went out of sight.
‘What’s eating you?’ Moreno asked. Dressed in jungle combat gear, like he was, she was sitting opposite Ryker. With short dark hair, not much longer than Ryker’s crew cut, no make-up or jewellery, and her game face on, she looked like she meant business. Which she did. Despite her diminutive size she was as tough as anyone he’d ever worked with.
‘So?’ Moreno prompted.
‘Apart from the flies?’
She huffed. ‘What’re you thinking?’
‘Just going over the plans in my head.’
A scoff from up front. Halstead turned his head round, a smirk on his young face. ‘Is he giving you the puppy dog look again?’ he said, eliciting an amused snort from the driver, Lewis.
‘Yeah, I think he was,’ Moreno said, giving Ryker a cheeky grin.
Ryker didn’t rise to it, just looked out of the window again at the moon that was back in view.
‘Why don’t you two just get on with it and screw each other,’ Lewis said.
‘I’ve tried my best,’ Moreno said.
Halstead was taking a keener interest now. He swivelled round in his seat as much as he could, his tall frame in the cramped space making the task difficult.
‘Yeah?’ he said.
‘Last night,’ Moreno said.
‘And?’
‘Do you want to tell them?’ She looked at Ryker.
‘I believe her exact words were do you wanna bang?’ Ryker said, holding her eye. She winked at him.
Halstead thumped Lewis on the shoulder. ‘Are you getting this?’
‘I am. But what was the answer?’
‘He said he was washing his hair,’ Moreno said.
A cacophony of laughter from the front of the vehicle now. Halstead leaned over and ruffled the little hair Ryker had on top. He didn’t flinch. Just took it.
‘No. I said, “Wait until this shit is over”,’ Ryker said.
‘Jesus, Ryker. That’s bad form,’ Halstead said. ‘When a young lady propositions you…’
Moreno shrugged. ‘He’s just saving himself. He knows I’m worth the wait.’
‘Yeah, well, no need to wait, babe,’ Halstead said. ‘Whenever you’re ready, you can have this.’
‘Jog on, dipshit.’
Now it was Lewis’s turn to pummel Halstead’s arm, as best as he could while he drove over the rough terrain. Halstead turned back in his seat, less amused.
Ryker caught Moreno’s eye again. She gave him a sultry smile. Ryker was too focused for it to affect him right now.
‘You’re a hard man to read,’ Moreno said to him, more quietly than before.
‘No, I think you have me pretty much worked out by now.’
Moreno opened her mouth to speak again but Lewis beat her to it. ‘Two minutes out,’ he shouted, just as one of the Land Cruiser’s front wheels smacked into a pothole and sent all four occupants up into the air.
‘Fuck’s sake, I do like my spine in one piece,’ Halstead said.
‘At least you’ve got cushioned seats up there,’ Moreno said.
Ryker said nothing. The truth was, he was doing his best to block them all out. He wanted to make sure he was mentally prepared for the task at hand. The prisoner swap, in principle, was straightforward enough. Perhaps the simplicity of the job was why the others were so jovial and seemingly carefree this morning.
But Ryker wouldn’t let his guard down. He was experienced enough to know that even the simplest of jobs could go badly wrong. Nor did he feel the need to join in with the camaraderie of the others today. It wasn’t that he didn’t feel part of the group, and he certainly trusted them, but… he just wasn’t like them. Not really.
‘The airstrip is less than a mile away,’ Halstead said, checking his handheld GPS. ‘Anything you want to say, boss?’
Moreno and Halstead both looked to Ryker. He wasn’t their boss exactly, but he was the team leader for today’s op and the one who would give instructions on the ground. He was responsible for them all.
‘You all know the drill,’ Ryker said. ‘Keep your heads. Get this done, and we’ll be sipping cold beers back in Kilpassa before noon.’
‘And later tonight?’ Moreno said, winking at Ryker.
Halstead laughed again. ‘Ryker, will you bloody well get it done this time so we can shut her up?’
‘Uh-uh,’ Moreno said. ‘Once I’ve had my way with him, I’m going to be shouting it from the rooftops.’
Ryker shook his head but he smiled. Moreno’s persistence was breaking through to him, no doubt about it.
‘Okay. Check your equipment,’ Ryker said. ‘We’re nearly there.’
Moreno and Halstead were deadpan as they did their last checks over their weapons and other equipment. Lewis would have to rely on Halstead doing the job for him. Ryker finished checking his things before the others, then looked down to the bundle on the floor, ankles and wrists secured together, sack over his head. The prisoner hadn’t murmured once on the journey. The sedative they’d injected in his blood certainly helped with that.
‘You think he’s listening to all this?’ Moreno asked Ryker, indicating the prisoner.
‘Does it matter now if he is?’
She shrugged at that.
‘Everyone switch to channel two,’ Ryker said.
Each of them adjusted their wireless headsets accordingly.
‘We’re here,’ Lewis said thirty seconds later as the Land Cruiser edged into a clearing in the jungle.
The airstrip in front of them was as basic as they came. A long runway of compacted red earth, with grassy flanks on either side before jungle took over all around. The only building in the open expanse was a ramshackle wooden structure used to store who-knew-what.
There was no one, no other vehicles, in sight anywhere. A good first sign.
Ryker checked his watch. ‘We’ve got five minutes,’ he said.
Lewis drove the Land Cruiser over to the southern side, stopped and shut the grumbling engine down.
‘Into position,’ Ryker said.
He pulled the latch on the back door which cracked open on its rusted hinges, then he jumped down, his big boots kicking up a plume of red dust.
After a quick glance left and right, he pulled his sunglasses over his eyes to shield them from the sun that was now peeking up over the trees in front of them. It was already hot out. The Land Cruiser had no air con, but with the windows open there’d been a pleasant breeze at least. Not outside. Even this early in the morning the air was thick, and with their combat gear on they’d be sweating buckets within minutes. At least they’d brought plenty of bottled water with them.
Ryker nodded to Moreno who cut the ties on the prisoner’s ankles. Ryker grabbed him under the shoulders and dragged him toward the edge and over. He took the weight as he lowered the prisoner down to the ground. The prisoner’s feet touched down onto earth and he took some of the weight from Ryker’s arms. Not enough to stand on his own, but enough to show he was awake and compliant.
‘Don’t do anything stupid, and this’ll be over in no time,’ Ryker said to him. He let go and pushed him forward and the prisoner took two shaky steps on his own. ‘Stop there. And don’t move until I tell you.’
Moreno jumped down from the Land Cruiser and took up a position ten yards away, by the long grass, crouched on one knee, her M4 carbine in her hands and at the ready. Halstead took a similar position at the other side of the vehicle. Ryker and Lewis both remained by the Land Cruiser, no weapons in their hands, but each with an M4 swinging freely on a shoulder strap.
Ryker swatted a fly from his face. He checked his watch again. ‘Two minutes.’
‘And if they’re late?’ Lewis asked.
‘We’d have had word already.’
Lewis said nothing to that.
With less than thirty seconds to go, the sound of humming engines drifted over. A beat later the twin-prop plane bobbed up over the undulating tree canopy at the far side of the runway. Ryker heard Halstead and Moreno shuffling with their weapons, bringing the scopes up to their faces. The plane soon cleared the last of the trees, then dropped the short distance to the ground below. Its wheels touched down and a thick trail of dust swirled into the air behind as the plane raced along, its wheels screeching and skidding on the uneven surface. The noise of the engines grew louder and louder as the plane headed toward them, slowing all the time.
Ryker jostled the earbud with his fingertip. ‘Anything?’ he said, barely able to hear his own voice above the noise.
‘I’ve got eyes on the pilot,’ Moreno said. ‘No one else in sight.’
‘Same,’ Halstead said.
When it was only twenty yards away, the plane turned ninety degrees and rolled to a stop, its side door facing Ryker and the others. The door opened and a man stood there. He was in full combat gear, much like Ryker and the others on the ground, except his clothes were all black and he wore a balaclava. He wrestled with the stairs to the plane, which swung down and clattered onto the ground. He moved quickly down them and strode over. Ryker edged toward him.
‘You’re Ryker,’ the man said when he was five yards away. He was a couple of inches shorter than Ryker. With the balaclava on his voice was muffled, his accent indistinct.
‘Yeah,’ Ryker said. ‘You have our guy?’
‘He’s inside.’
‘Bring him on out then.’
‘And this is ours?’
‘Take a look.’
The man tugged the cloth sack from the prisoner’s head. Said nothing. He turned. Whistled over to the plane and waved his hand to indicate that his colleagues should get a move on.
Ryker watched as two other black-clad men clambered out of the plane, dragging a shackled man with them. The prisoner was dressed in drab and dirtied clothes – a shirt and linen trousers. No shoes. A cloth sack over his head.
The black-clad man on the left, tall and slimmer than his companion, yanked on the chains around the prisoner’s wrists causing him to stumble on the last step and skid onto his knees. The tall guy muttered something and dragged the shackled man back to his feet.
Ryker glanced to Lewis who came up by his side, one eyebrow raised. Ryker just slowly shook his head. In two minutes this would be over and they’d be on their way. They just had to hold their tongues until then.
When the men reached them the tall guy yanked the chains again and sent the prisoner to the ground. He thudded down into the dust and lay there sprawled. Ryker didn’t react.
‘He’s all yours,’ the guy said. He looked like he was about to wind up to put a boot into the fallen man’s stomach.
‘No,’ Ryker said. Not a shout. But a rock-hard instruction. Ryker remained relaxed but he sensed everyone else suddenly tense up. The tall guy sniffed. Spat on the ground. For a few moments they were locked in a silent stand-off. Not a twitch or word from anyone.
Ryker bent down and lifted the sack from the man’s head. Yeah, this was him.
‘We’re done here,’ Ryker said, before digging his hand under Muampa’s armpit to help him back to his feet.
The black-clad men said nothing. They turned and headed back to the plane, pulling their own prisoner along with them. Lewis shot Ryker another look.
‘Everything okay, boss?’ came Halstead’s voice in Ryker’s ear.
‘Hold position. Wait until they’re taxiing then we’re good.’
When the men reached the steps, the tall guy glanced over his shoulder. He wasn’t looking to Ryker, but to the jungle.
Ryker tensed. Then he heard it. The whoop-whoop of a helicopter’s rotors. He was back-stepping to the Land Cruiser, hands wrestling the M4 into position when the helicopter swooshed over the top of them.
‘Ryker?’ came Moreno’s voice.
Ryker looked up. Pulled the barrel of the M4 toward the machine overhead. Saw the man sitting on the open deck at the back of the helicopter, RPG launcher over his shoulder.
He wasn’t pointing the weapon at them, but at the plane.
‘What is this?’ Lewis shouted over the din of the helicopter.
Ryker didn’t know. And it didn’t matter.
‘Take that chopper down!’ Ryker shouted. He looked to Lewis and let go of his M4. ‘We need to get Muampa out of here.’
But as Ryker reached out for the prisoner, the man on the helicopter fired. The black-clad men by the steps were readying themselves but could do nothing as the grenade rocketed out of the barrel and blasted into the side of the plane.
It erupted into a huge fireball.
The blast wave from the explosion knocked Ryker back. Gunfire rattled to his left and right. The helicopter swooped up as bullets whizzed through the air toward it.
Ryker, crouched low, grabbed Muampa and dragged him toward the Land Cruiser.
He glanced over his shoulder as bullets zipped and pinged. The plane behind him was in two pieces, the RPG having cut the fuselage in half. Ryker was sure he could hear screams above the din of gunfire. Some of the people on board were still alive?
The sound was soon drowned out by another. The roar of a diesel engine.
Ryker flung Muampa forward, and he stumbled and landed in a heap by the tailgate of the Land Cruiser. Hopefully he was at least in cover there. Ryker spun and dropped to his knee. He pulled the M4 up just as a 4x4 came bouncing into the open through the jungle. He opened fire.
Bullets obliterated the windscreen. Blood sprayed from the stricken driver’s head. The roar of the engine died as the vehicle clattered to a stop.
Two men jumped from the back. Lewis, a few yards over on Ryker’s left, opened fire in unison with Ryker and the men were soon on the ground in a pool of their own blood.
‘Behind you!’ came Moreno’s call.
Ryker spun again to see a pick-up truck speeding into the open. Moreno was already firing on it. She hit the driver as the vehicle skidded to a halt, side-on to where Ryker and his team were hunched.
‘Get down!’ Ryker yelled when he saw the machine gun bolted to the back of the truck.
The high-calibre weapon opened fire with a booming cascade of shots. The large rounds thumped into the ground around Ryker as he dived for cover. He looked up to see holes appearing in the Land Cruiser’s side. Moreno was backtracking into the long grass. Muampa was doing the same.
Why didn’t Halstead…
‘No!’ Ryker shouted.
Halstead took aim and fire erupted from the barrel of his M4 as he tried to take out the machine-gunner.
No use. Several holes opened up in the front of his Kevlar vest, the material no match for the machine gun’s superior power. As he fell another round hit him in the cheek, tearing a huge chunk of his face clean off. He was dead before he hit the ground.
‘Moreno, give me cover,’ Ryker said. ‘We need to take that gunner down.’
‘I’m on it.’
She never got the chance. The helicopter was back. Seemingly from nowhere it swooped overhead. Ryker heard the hiss. Looked up to see a trail of smoke and the grenade rocketing toward the Land Cruiser.
‘Get down!’ Ryker yelled for the second time.
The grenade exploded, launching the Land Cruiser into the air. The blast sent Muampa’s body flying several feet away. Moreno too was knocked back to the ground.
Ryker shot to his feet. ‘Lewis, over here,’ he shouted.
Lewis was on it. He opened fire on the pick-up truck as Ryker weaved through the grass toward it. The gunner was caught in two minds. Ryker, coming at him from the side, was too quick. He lifted the M4 and squeezed off two shots. Both hit the gunner in the head.
Ryker carried on. Soon spotted two more men at the far side of the truck, hunkered down, weapons clutched to their chests. Obviously hoping the machine gun would do the hard work for them.
One of them looked over, surprise plastered on his face at realising Ryker was right there and bearing down.
Ryker’s finger twitched on the trigger.
Then the truck exploded.
Ryker hadn’t seen or heard the grenade this time. He was flung back and his body pounded into the ground. He lost his grip on the M4 which went flying away.
His vision was blurry. His ears were ringing.
He did his best to fight through it. Pulled himself onto his side as he surveyed the destruction all around him.
‘Lewis?’ he said. No answer. ‘Moreno?’
The pick-up truck was in pieces, the two fighters most likely dead. Taken out by their own people? Who the hell was attacking them? It certainly wasn’t a set-up by Muampa’s captors given they’d already been obliterated themselves.
No sign of Lewis. Nor of Muampa or Moreno.
Grunting, Ryker hauled himself to his feet and winced in pain. He looked down to see the patch of red spreading out on his combat jacket. He felt at the wet patch. A shard of metal was sticking into his side.
No time to deal with that now.
In the distance he caught the faint sound of the helicopter once more. He flung himself to the ground again, lying flat on his stomach. He groggily looked around. At the blazing pick-up truck. The smouldering Land Cruiser. The plane in two pieces, thick black smoke billowing into the air from the severed ends.
Carnage.
The helicopter was on the other side of the plane’s nose, lowering down to the ground. The man on the edge of the back deck was hanging out the side now with an assault rifle in his hands. As the helicopter touched down he and another man jumped into the grass, their rifles held up and at the ready.
The two men crept forward. One of them stopped. Rifle pointed to the ground. Fired off one shot. Ryker winced. Lewis?
The two men headed toward what remained of the Land Cruiser. Ryker waited for his moment. Both men had their backs turned from him. He slowly moved into a crouching position. Took the handgun from his hip. He was thirty yards from the two men. He needed a good steady aim to make sure of the hits, particularly given the state his head was in.
He lined the barrel up. Took a deep breath…
Fired two shots. Two direct hits. The man nearest the Land Cruiser went down.
Ryker swung the gun around. The second man had just enough time to realise what had happened. But not enough time to save himself.
Ryker fired twice more. Two more hits.
Then he burst forward. He grabbed his M4 from the ground. The helicopter pilot must have realised what was happening because the rotors suddenly whirred into life again. Whoever he was, apparently he didn’t fancy standing and fighting.
Ryker opened fire. Bullets raked the back of the helicopter. Smoke billowed out. The pilot never got the machine off the ground. The engine coughed and spluttered and then gave up.
Ryker was up to the pilot’s window in a flash. He wrenched the door open. The pilot looked petrified. He held his hands in the air in surrender as Ryker hauled him out. The pilot landed in a heap. Ryker pulled off the guy’s helmet and radio set. He was young, fresh-faced, dressed in military style fatigues but unarmed.
‘Who are you?’
Ryker held the barrel of the M4 just inches from the man’s face. His lips quivered. He shook his head. ‘No… no… don’t shoot.’ His accent was thick. English not his first language.
‘Who are you!’ Ryker shouted.
The pilot shook his head. Looked even more scared. Had he even understood the question?
Ryker let go of the M4, to the visible relief of the pilot. He grabbed cable ties from his belt and hog-tied the man. He had more questions, but first…
Ryker moved over to the Land Cruiser. Muampa was still crumpled where he had landed after the second grenade hit. He was in a bad way. There were several patches of red on his torn clothing. His face was a bulbous red mess, his eyes were glazed. But he was breathing.
‘I’ll get you out of here.’
No reaction from Muampa.
Ryker got to his feet and moved over to where Moreno was similarly sprawled in the long grass. As he approached, Ryker felt relief. She was conscious, and although her breathing was pained, her eyes were alert. But when he got closer, and looked down her body…
He took his eyes from the gory sight of what remained of her legs which were now little more than charred and ragged bloody flesh.
‘Just a scratch, right?’ she said.
‘I’ll get you out of here,’ Ryker said.
She lifted a bloodied hand into the air. Ryker took it. Her grip was weak. He clasped his fingers tightly around hers and saw a strength in her eyes, though it only lasted a second.
‘Muampa?’ she said.
‘He’s alive.’
‘Get… him away… from here.’
‘I will. I’ll get you both out.’
She closed her eyes.
Ryker heard a distant rumble. His heart dropped. He pleaded for it not to be another helicopter. Pleaded for it just to be a vehicle passing by.
Passing by? Here? Not a chance.
Still gripping Moreno’s hand, he turned. He saw one, then another, then another vehicle coming from the jungle at the far end of the airstrip.
‘Go,’ Moreno said, her voice weaker now than before.
Ryker didn’t move as he kept his eyes on the fast approaching vehicles.
‘I can carry you,’ he said as he turned back to Moreno. Her mouth was open. Her eyes glazed over. There was no movement in her chest at all.
Ryker slumped.
‘I’m sorry.’
He bent down and kissed her on the cheek, then got to his feet and sprinted back to Muampa.
But he was already too late… Muampa was no longer breathing either.
Ryker looked up to the sky and roared with rage. He turned to look at the vehicles now less than a hundred yards away.
He felt like dropping down, bringing the M4 up and doing his best to kill them all, whoever they were, and however many of them there were.
But other than bloody vengeance, doing so would achieve nothing now.
He looked over to where he could just make out Moreno’s shoulder among the grassy strands. He felt a knot in his stomach at leaving her there like that, but the vehicles would be on him before he even made it back to her body. There was no time for sentiment.
Ryker turned and, teeth clenched in gritty determination, he bounded into the thick jungle.






CHAPTER ONE


Three weeks previously

Ryker stepped out of the taxi – if the battered Suzuki Vitara could be afforded such an accolade – and onto the sandy track. He thanked the driver, closed the door and slung his hefty backpack over his shoulder. Ahead of him the building – essentially an oversized wooden hut, one storey tall – looked lost amidst the desolate desert that surrounded it.
The taxi headed off back toward the closest tarmac road, more than two miles south. When the dust had settled, Ryker wiped the sweat from his face as he traipsed across the hard, dry surface to the building.
When he was ten yards away, what passed as a front door swung open with force to reveal a squat and angry-looking man with a buzz cut, furrowed brow and tattooed arms as thick as most people’s thighs folded across his broad chest.
Ryker resisted an eye roll at the guy’s appearance. He’d bet anything the guy was ex-army.
‘You’re late,’ the man said, his voice gruff.
‘Plane was delayed,’ Ryker said.
‘Yeah, well, welcome to Zimbabwe. Leave your bag in the hall and head for the kitchen. We were about to eat.’ His accent clipped each vowel, a common trait in English pronunciation across southern Africa.
Ryker nodded and headed past, in through the open door into a wood-panelled and poorly lit hallway. The whole place smelled of dry timber and wood stain. He stepped along the creaking floorboards, looked in through the open doorways to his left and right – a lounge, a couple of bedrooms – until he came to the last doorway on the left that opened out into a basic kitchen with a large pine dining table in the middle.
The two other people seated at the table, one man, one woman, both looked up inquisitively. The man stirring a pot on the stove in the corner carried on with his task.
‘Hi,’ Ryker said, trying to sound relaxed.
The woman at the table smiled, the man remained stony-faced.
The guy from the door brushed past.
‘Everyone, this is James Ryker. Ryker, you’ve got Sam Moreno, Jay Halstead, and on cooking duty today is Brett Lewis.’ A token nod of heads from the others. ‘They’ve all been here a couple of hours already but we haven’t got started on any activities yet.’
‘Which means you must be Eric Vinatieri.’ Ryker held his hand out. His host looked at it like it was an infested rat. ‘Take a seat. Lewis was ready to dish up.’
Ryker took his hand back and sat next to Moreno. Vinatieri remained standing at the head of the table. Lewis brought over four bowls of steaming stew, a gloopy grey mixture that smelled… rank.
‘What have we got?’ Ryker asked.
Halstead opened his mouth to speak but Vinatieri beat him to it.
‘Who gives a shit,’ he said. ‘It’s food. Eat it or don’t. Your choice.’ He turned round and made for the door. ‘You’ve got an hour, then we go out to the yard for your initiation.’
With that Vinatieri headed off. Ryker looked at the others around the table, not yet sure what to think of this assignment, and not sure whether he’d done the right thing in agreeing to be here. In many ways he was stepping back in time fifteen years being in a place like this, with people like this. Was that a good thing or a bad thing?
Halstead, the youngest of the crew, with thick black hair cut close to his head and deep brown eyes to match, smirked. ‘Ten quid for whoever manages to take the rod out of his arse,’ he said. His accent was nondescript – somewhere from middle England.
‘Fuck that, I’m just gonna do what I’m told,’ Lewis said in a thick Glaswegian accent. He looked to be in his early forties with a leathery face, red cheeks, and a thick neck to match the muscle that rippled all over him. The bushy beard that covered his chin and ran down toward the neck of his shirt made him look like a Viking warrior. ‘Sooner we get through this, the sooner we get back to civilisation.’
‘Civilisation?’ Halstead said. ‘You realise why they’ve got us here? We’re not going back to civilisation any time soon, mate.’
A grunt from Lewis. He shoved a spoonful of stew into his mouth and frowned before chewing and gulping it down.
Halstead smirked. ‘Better stick to the day job,’ he said to Lewis.
‘It’s your turn next. Let’s see you do better with the crap here.’
‘No Mars bars to deep fry?’
A slight smile from Lewis now, though it only lasted until he took another spoonful of the stew he’d made.
They each tucked into the barely edible gruel for a few minutes. The silence was awkward and dripping with unasked questions.
‘So your name’s James Ryker?’ Moreno said. When Ryker turned to face her, he saw she had an expectant look in her eyes.
That halted the other two. ‘Whoah, Ryker, I think someone’s into you,’ Halstead said.
‘Jealous are we?’ Moreno responded, sounding irritated. Ryker could understand why. He’d only been in the room with them for two minutes but it was clear to him that Halstead was a mouthy one.
‘You’re not my type, love,’ Halstead said. ‘Never been into the dyke look.’
Moreno slammed her spoon down and got to her feet. Lewis reached out and grabbed her arm.
‘Seriously,’ he said to her. ‘If a bit of banter gets you all hot and bothered, maybe you shouldn’t be here.’
‘Maybe I’d rather be working with guys who aren’t arseholes,’ she said.
‘Just sit down,’ Lewis said, with enough authority to show he thought not only was he a peacemaker but also the one in charge.
Well, he is the oldest, Ryker guessed.
Moreno, still brimming with anger, took her seat. A snide grin remained on Halstead’s face.
‘You don’t talk much,’ Lewis said, giving Ryker the eye, and the other two a break.
‘Just taking it all in.’
Lewis humphed. ‘So what do you do?’
Ryker shrugged.
‘Wow, you’re so effervescent,’ Halstead said.
‘Do you even know what that means?’ Moreno said.
‘Seriously, though. If we’re working together on this, we can’t be holding back on each other,’ Halstead said. ‘Right, Lewis?’
Lewis nodded. ‘Exactly.’
‘Jay Halstead. Formerly Royal Marines. Most recently protection command for the Met.’
Ryker worked that one through in his head. Protection command was the Metropolitan Police’s answer to the US Secret Service, undertaking protection duties both for the British royal family and also politicians and other high-profile individuals. Ryker knew though, that the division included a wide variety of different duties from desk jockey analysts to private security guards. The fact he had kept his description high level was perhaps telling, though Ryker knew that most recently Halstead had indeed been a close protection officer for members of the royal family.
‘So you were basically a dog-sitter for the Queen,’ Lewis said with a self-satisfied grunt as though his quip was earth-shattering.
Halstead shrugged. ‘I’m a dog lover. So what’s your story?’
‘Brett Lewis. Army.’
Moreno and Halstead and Ryker all paused, waiting for him to elaborate. He didn’t. Again, a telling answer.
‘Still army?’ Halstead asked.
‘Pretty much.’
Halstead raised an eyebrow but decided to drop it. Ryker knew Lewis was special forces, but he wasn’t going to let on what he’d been told in advance about the motley crew. More than likely they wouldn’t appreciate that he was several steps ahead.
‘Sam Moreno. Also ex-army. M–’
‘Whose army?’ Lewis asked.
She looked put out by the question, but Ryker would have wondered the same thing. Together with her surname, her olive skin, and the Spanish lilt to her accent, it wasn’t unreasonable to think maybe she was Mexican, or from the US.
‘British army,’ she said. ‘What, is my skin a bit too brown for your liking?’
‘Nothing to do with your skin, love,’ Lewis said. ‘It’s your accent that got me.’
‘My family are Puerto Rican.’
‘So you’re American.’
‘Dual nationality. We moved to England when I was seven.’
Ryker noticed the tension in her tone as she spoke. Defensive. As if she was justifying her place there.
‘But the army was a long time ago,’ she said. ‘Most recently I’ve been working for the government out of Vauxhall Cross.’
A patronising whistle from Halstead. ‘Get you, Miss Moneypenny.’
‘Piss off, dickhead.’
‘You’re a spy?’ Lewis asked.
‘No, I’m not. Nor am I a secretary.’
‘Nothing wrong with being a secretary,’ Lewis said.
‘I didn’t say there was. Just that I’m not one.’
Ryker decided it was time to jump in, save Moreno from any more questions. ‘James Ryker. Similar to Moreno now. Except I’ve never been in the army.’
‘Nor do you work out of Vauxhall Cross,’ she said. ‘I would have been told.’
‘Would you?’ Ryker said.
Halstead frowned. ‘Meaning what?’ he said, suspicion evident in his tone.
‘I’m pretty sure he’s not MI6, or MI5,’ Moreno said.
‘I believe the correct term these days is SIS,’ Ryker said.
‘Yeah. Which you’re not.’
‘So what are you then?’ Lewis asked.
‘A contractor.’
A scoff from Lewis. ‘You want us to trust you, it’d help if you didn’t bullshit us.’
‘All we got from you was army,’ Ryker said. ‘So what’s the difference?’
‘Difference is, I’ve nothing to hide, but–’
‘But you’ve got plenty that you can’t talk about.’
A pause from Lewis. ‘Aye.’
‘I’m guessing each one of us has. That’s why we’re here. This is what we do.’
‘And why are we here?’ Moreno asked. ‘Does anyone even know the full story? All I got was a letter handed to me from my boss on government headed paper saying I’d been assigned to a special project. Official secrets and all that.’
‘Same,’ Halstead said.
‘Me too,’ Lewis said.
All eyes turned to Ryker. ‘I’m in the same boat as you all,’ Ryker said, though he could tell none of them really believed him.
‘They say jump, we say “how high?”,’ Lewis said before scoffing two big mouthfuls of food.
‘More like they say jump onto a plane to Zimbabwe to go and train for a secret mission of indeterminate length and nature, and we say “business class or standard?”’ Halstead joked.
Ryker smiled. ‘If any of you lot got business, I need to have words with my boss.’
‘I was just glad to get a cushioned seat not a steel bench,’ Lewis said.
‘Exactly,’ Moreno said, fist-bumping him.
Halstead shrugged and looked to Ryker. ‘Must be an army thing.’
Ryker said nothing. He finished his stew then got to his feet. ‘Thanks for the food, Lewis,’ he said.
‘You actually finished that crap?’ Halstead said.
‘It’s food. I ate it. Were you really in the marines?’ Ryker asked, and saw the look of offence in Halstead’s eyes. ‘I’ll see you in the yard.’
He headed on out.






CHAPTER TWO


Thirty minutes later the four of them were congregated in the fenced yard, a sixty by sixty foot square area of compacted yellow dirt that perhaps had once been used for horses. All of the four were dressed casually, though Lewis was keeping up his army look in combat trousers that made his tree trunk legs look even thicker.
Ryker discreetly sized each of them up now they were on their feet and in the open. Halstead was the tallest, lean and muscled though not that heavily built. Lewis looked exactly as Ryker would expect for the SAS or the like; short, stocky, and full of testosterone, although it was evident that he was carrying some excess fat around his stomach. Perhaps, at his age, he was now more used to giving orders than to carrying them out.
Moreno was the dark horse of the bunch. About five ten, she was slim and athletic-looking, but not at all bulky. Undoubtedly physically fit, but unlikely to be a match in pure strength terms to the others. Not that Ryker would read anything into that. It only made him curious as to what her skills and strengths were.
‘So where’s our illustrious host?’ Halstead asked, folding his arms and leaning against the rickety fence. ‘This sun’s gonna fry our arses before we even get started.’
‘Any clue why we’re out here?’ Moreno asked.
‘My guess is Vinatieri’ll put us through our paces. Hand-to-hand combat.’
‘Great,’ Moreno said. ‘Nothing like a bit of macho bullshit to get to know each other.’
Ryker agreed with her scepticism.
‘Don’t worry, I’ll go easy on you if you want,’ Lewis said.
Moreno looked like she was about to say something to that but the banging of the screen door at the back of the building caught everyone’s attention. Vinatieri strode out into the yard. ‘Time to see what you lot have got,’ he said.
A scoff from Halstead. ‘Told you.’
Vinatieri gave him the evil eye. ‘I don’t know what your mission is–’
‘Join the club,’ Halstead muttered.
‘–and I don’t give a crap. You’re here to do what I tell you, to listen and to learn. I can already see from your cockiness that you all think you’re the best at what you do.’ A long pause as he looked over each of the foursome. Ryker maintained eye contact with Vinatieri the whole time, though he could see Halstead and Lewis and Moreno out of the corners of his eyes looking at each other and shrugging. ‘But you’re not. If you were the best, you wouldn’t need me.’
‘Is this for real?’ Halstead said. ‘I feel like I’m in a Steven Seagal movie.’ He laughed at his own joke. No one else did.
‘Sorry,’ Halstead said. ‘But come on. We don’t need this playground nonsense.’
‘There’s only one thing you need to do,’ Vinatieri said. ‘Pay attention. All of the time. Never switch off for even a second. This isn’t boot camp. This is real. If you get sent home in a body bag because you didn’t listen to me, it’s no skin off my back.’
Barely a murmur from Halstead. About time he kept his mouth shut, Ryker thought.
‘We’ll start easy today. I want to see what you’re all made of. Brains and brawn. Use what you’ve got to get the job done. Understood?’
‘Yeah,’ came the chorus of replies.
‘First up…’ Vinatieri paused as he looked the group over. ‘Moreno and Halstead.’
Halstead shrugged. Ryker noticed Moreno clench her fists, as though already preparing herself, though neither she nor Halstead made a move from where they were standing.
‘What the fuck are you waiting for?’ Vinatieri blasted.
‘But… what do you want us to do?’ Moreno asked.
‘Fight, you fucking morons.’
Moreno and Halstead looked at each other.
‘No holds barred?’ Halstead asked.
‘I already said, do what you got to do.’
‘Until what?’
‘Until I tell you to stop!’
Vinatieri walked over to the centre of the yard. Moreno and Halstead tentatively followed behind him, a few yards apart from each other. When Vinatieri stopped walking, so did the other two. He turned round, a perplexed look on his face.
‘Seriously?’ Vinatieri said.
Halstead and Moreno looked at each other. Then Halstead burst forward, an angry shout coming from him as he wound up a haymaker. Moreno saw it coming a mile off. She ducked down, pushed her arm up to block the shot then stepped forward and delivered a straight punch into Halstead’s midriff. The shot did little to deter him and with Moreno crouched he went to throw his elbow down onto the top of her head, but she’d already taken two steps back to safety and his elbow connected with thin air.
Moreno was a quick mover, for sure, and within a few more seconds, Ryker recognised her main techniques clearly: karate and ju-jitsu. He’d had his fair share of lessons in all manner of martial arts, those included.
The fight continued for several minutes. Initially fast and furious, it soon became a contest of defence first, and attack when the moment came. It was clear from the way that both Halstead and Moreno moved that they were each highly trained at close combat, though Moreno’s moves were that much more slick and athletic, supple and flexible – no doubt through years of performing karate katas; choreographed set pieces undertaken without an opponent to showcase skill and agility. Halstead wasn’t unschooled, but his extra size and weight hampered his speed in the fight, and Moreno was simply too quick for him to land a killer blow, while she lacked the raw strength to deliver the same.
With both fighters’ energy waning, they squared off and circled, neither willing to make the next move.
Vinatieri, one eye on the spectacle, strolled over to the fence where Ryker and Lewis watched in silence. When he got there he turned back to the fight. Or what had been a fight a few minutes before. Arms folded, he shook his head. Disappointment? More than once Halstead glanced over, as if expecting an instruction of what to do next.
After a few more moments, Vinatieri tutted and turned to Ryker and Lewis.
‘Looks like we need to get these two going again,’ he said. He reached down and took a serrated hunting knife from the sheath on his belt. He pressed his finger onto the teeth, testing its sharpness.
Then he glanced to Ryker, holding the knife out, handle first.
‘You want it?’
Ryker didn’t react.
Vinatieri faced Lewis. ‘You?’
Lewis looked to Ryker, searching for the right answer. Ryker ever so slightly shook his head.
Vinatieri huffed. Then in the next moment he burst forward, knife held out as he roared with over-the-top rage. He swooshed the knife about like a mad man as he raced toward Halstead and Moreno.
Halstead, face full of confusion, turned and moved into a defensive position, readying for Vinatieri’s attack. Moreno looked like she was contemplating doing the same. Her head darted left and right as she looked from Halstead to Vinatieri.
Ryker sensed what she was thinking…
With Halstead distracted, Moreno lunged for her opponent, sank down and swivelled. Her sweeping right leg took Halstead’s feet off the ground and sent him down with a thud. With Halstead on the ground, she looked like she was about to wind up for the killer blow, but Vinatieri was now only three or four yards away, and she instead back-stepped and brought her guard up, then seemed to relax a little as Vinatieri raced right up to Halstead, rather than to her.
The fallen man was in the process of hauling himself back up. Vinatieri bounded straight past him and launched his boot into Halstead’s face as he went by. Blood spurted, both from Halstead’s lip, and his nose. He flopped back to the ground. At impact Lewis groaned, as if feeling Halstead’s pain. It was a cheap shot, no doubt about it.
Moreno was still at the ready. Vinatieri stopped running. Stopped shouting too. In a flash the raving lunatic was icy calm again. Facing away from them, he sheathed the knife then turned back to Moreno.
‘And now you can stop.’
Unsure at first, Moreno slowly brought her arms down. She looked over to Ryker and Lewis. Ryker walked forward and reached Halstead who was only barely conscious. He bent down and slapped him lightly across the cheeks.
‘What the…’ Halstead said, as he stirred and squirmed.
Ryker helped him back to his feet.
‘She… she… what the hell!’
Moreno now looked worried. Her eyes flitted between Halstead, who was getting angrier by the second, and Vinatieri.
‘She sucker-punched me!’
Halstead tried to rush forward but it was more a macho stand than a serious attempt at confrontation and Ryker easily held him back.
‘She did what I asked,’ Vinatieri said, his face hard and without feeling for Halstead’s position. ‘Your job was to fight her. To defeat her. That was it. Simple.’
‘You were coming at me with a knife!’
‘And you forgot all about your damn mission in a flash.’
‘Mission? This is pathetic.’
Halstead turned to walk off back to the hut. Ryker grabbed him to stop him. Conciliatory rather than hostile.
‘No. Let him go,’ Vinatieri said. ‘Why don’t you all take a breather. You’ve got ten minutes. Halstead, get your head sorted, then we go again.’
Halstead grumbled as he went and Ryker could see Vinatieri was becoming riled by his continued obstinance.
‘You said you worked for protection command,’ Vinatieri shouted. ‘I’d expect you to be prepared for anything.’
Halstead stopped, turned. ‘What do you mean I said that?’
‘Well didn’t you?’
‘Yeah. I did. To the others. Not to you.’
Vinatieri shrugged.
‘You were spying on us?’ Moreno asked. ‘What is this place?’
‘You chumps need to wake up to reality here,’ Vinatieri said. ‘I told you already, this is not boot camp. This is where shit gets real. Pay attention. Don’t let your guard down and I mean that both physically and mentally.’
No one said a word.
‘Ten minutes, then we go again.’
Vinatieri stomped off, shoulder-barging the hapless Halstead as he went.






CHAPTER THREE


During their break Vinatieri brought out two large bottles of water, much needed given the heat, even by Ryker and Lewis who hadn’t yet been involved in any activity. They sat in a circle on the ground in the yard and within a couple of minutes both bottles were empty, and round two was soon upon them.
‘You lot are winding up for protection duties, so let’s have a go at a classic.’ Vinatieri reached behind him and pulled a small red flag from his pocket. ‘Protect the flag.’
He stood up. The other four did the same.
‘Ryker. You’re on flag duty.’ Vinatieri stepped across and stuffed one corner of the flag into Ryker’s waistband. ‘Protect it, at all costs. Go and stand over there.’
Ryker headed into the centre of the yard.
‘Lewis, off you go.’
‘You want me to get the flag?’
‘Well done, Einstein. Do whatever’s necessary. But you’ve only got five minutes. Go.’
Lewis looked at Ryker then moved forward. Cautiously, but with purpose. Ryker knew to stay central. The last thing he wanted was to get cornered. As Lewis approached, Ryker took a step to the side and turned a few degrees. Soon the two were circling each other as Lewis closed the distance, waiting for a moment to pounce.
‘Five minutes, I said. You’ve had nearly one already. Imagine the police, SWAT, the army are descending on you. You need to get that flag and get out of there.’
Vinatieri’s words had the desired effect. Lewis made his move. He lurched forward. It looked like he was about to launch an attack with his fists, but at the last moment, after a single lacklustre jab, he side-stepped, spun and sent a roundhouse kick toward Ryker’s side. Not an attempt to get the flag, simply an attack designed to weaken his opponent and gain the upper hand.
Ryker was made of tougher stuff than that. With Moreno’s karate moves still playing on his mind, Ryker twisted and flung his arm down, blocking the kick with his hand. He hurled his right fist forward, a kidney shot that knocked some of the steam from Lewis, before he took a step back.
Lewis, looking angered, came again. Fists this time. Ryker back-peddled, blocking as he went, looking for an opportunity. He got it when Lewis went for a headshot. Ryker swivelled so he was side-on. The fist was an inch from grazing his cheek as it flew past. He grabbed the arm, pulled. Stuck his leg out. Lewis tumbled over the outstretched leg and landed in a heap. Ryker would have finished him off, except Vinatieri shouted out.
‘Halstead. Get the flag.’
Halstead didn’t hesitate. He raced forward, causing Ryker to rethink and go on the defensive again.
Lewis was soon back on his feet and within seconds both he and Halstead were taking pot-shots at Ryker who was doing his best to counter and keep on the move, not letting either of them outflank him.
‘You’ve two minutes left,’ Vinatieri shouted out.
Then, not more than thirty seconds later: ‘Here I come boys!’
Vinatieri whipped out the knife again and sprinted toward the melee. It was soon clear he wasn’t joining Ryker.
He tried his best to thwart the three attackers but with the blade in the mix it was becoming an increasingly difficult task. Vinatieri certainly wasn’t holding back, and if Ryker was going to take hits, he’d much rather it was a fist or a boot than the knife.
‘Moreno, you’re with Ryker,’ Vinatieri shouted. ‘Sixty seconds to go.’
Ryker would have felt some relief had a hook from Halstead not caught him on the chin at that point. He stumbled back and had just enough focus to twist away and block Lewis’s attempt to grab the flag. Ryker took another step back as Moreno reached them. Halstead, perhaps sensing a chance for revenge, growled in anger as he launched himself toward her. Unfortunately for him, he underestimated her again, and soon found himself on the floor, again. Ryker would have smiled had the fists not still been raining down on him.
With Halstead trying to get back up, Moreno moved over to Ryker. He thought she was about to help him with Lewis, who was closest to her, but instead she went round to Ryker’s rear. He flinched when he felt the flag come loose.
‘What the–’
‘Don’t stop, time’s almost up!’ she shouted.
He saw her out of the corner of his eye – flag in her hand, running away, toward the fence at the far end.
‘The hell?’ Halstead screamed, with indignation more than anger.
Lewis went to run after her. Ryker dived for him and they both tumbled to the ground. Ryker was back on his feet in a flash. He saw the knife arcing toward him. He lifted his arm up and ducked and the blade glanced across his forearm, cutting into his flesh. Without pausing to wince at the pain, Ryker grabbed Vinatieri’s head, hauled his knee up and yanked the host’s face down. There was a crunch as bone met cartilage and Vinatieri crumpled.
Ryker turned to see Halstead five yards away, chasing Moreno who was already clearing the fence further afield. Ryker set off in pursuit. He pumped his arms and legs as hard as he could. He’d closed the distance to a couple of yards by the time Halstead got ready to hurdle the fence. Ryker was about to dive forward and grab him…
‘Stop!’ came the garbled shout from behind him. ‘Everyone stop. Time’s up.’
Ryker did as he was told. He bent over, hands on knees, his chest heaving from exertion. He smiled.


Five minutes later the group were again sitting quietly in a circle in the middle of the yard. Blood poured from Vinatieri’s nose, which was a bulbous red mess – broken for sure. Halstead’s face was bloodied too. Ryker had a three-inch gash on his forearm from the knife. Lewis had a black eye.
Moreno didn’t seem to have a scratch on her. The red flag was still clutched tightly in her hand.
‘That’s fucking twice, man,’ Halstead said.
‘Twice what?’ Vinatieri said.
‘She cheated. First she suckered me. Second round she gets the flag and legs it. That wasn’t the game.’
‘You think this is a game?’
‘You know what I mean.’
‘Her objective was to protect the flag.’
‘That wasn’t protecting–’
‘Did you get it?’
‘No, but–’
‘Did anyone on your team get it?’ demanded Vinatieri.
Halstead realised it was time to stop digging. ‘No,’ he said, glaring at the ground.
‘Protect the flag. At all costs. That’s what I said. You ask me, Moreno had the right idea.’
‘I was always told it’s better to avoid confrontation if you can. Doesn’t matter how good a fighter you are,’ remarked Moreno.
‘Jesus, lady,’ Vinatieri said, clapping his hands like it was a eureka moment. ‘Perhaps you should take my job. Halstead, Lewis, Ryker, you can learn a lot from this one. She gets it. Hopefully eventually you all will too.’
Moreno was beaming. Until she caught Halstead’s eye. Lewis just looked disappointed. Perhaps because he’d thought he was the alpha male of the group. But the whole point of the group, of the job at hand, was that alpha brute strength didn’t come into it.
‘This was good,’ Vinatieri said, groggily getting to his feet. ‘Except for the knee to the face. Ryker, that was damn dirty.’
The other three all laughed, though Ryker wondered whether Vinatieri would be looking to get his own back for that.
‘I’ve learned a lot from this,’ Vinatieri said.
‘So what now?’ Lewis asked.
‘Take a break. You’ve got until 3pm. Then we go again.’
The others all groaned. Vinatieri smiled then turned and walked away.






CHAPTER FOUR


‘For too long our people have been terrorised…’ Chima Muampa shouted, ‘…without any justification.’
Murmurings of approval from the crowd of supporters filling out the square, one or two affirmative shouts too. With the numbers in front of the mock stage – the back deck of a pick-up truck – rapidly growing, it wouldn’t be long before they were in a frenzy.
If he was just given the opportunity to keep it going that long.
‘The stories are real, my dear people. The only lies are from Benyu and his corrupt cronies. They’re slaughtering us, because they know we speak the truth.’
Angry calls now, fist pumps. Though the anger wasn’t directed at Muampa, but at what he’d said. He scanned the faces in the crowd, eking out every last bit of tension. He guessed there were at least a hundred people already gathered now, mostly men and women in their twenties and thirties who’d no doubt heard about the hastily arranged speech through social media. The crowd lined the area around the ceremonial fountain in George Square – a colonial era cluster of buildings erected by the English during their devastating rule. A rule that only came to an end in the middle of the twentieth century.
Though was the situation today really any better than back then?
‘My own sister…’ Muampa paused again and the crowd quietened. The pause wasn’t just for dramatic effect this time, but because of the raw memories that suddenly crashed in his mind. ‘She was raped… murdered. Her husband forced to watch, before those beasts… they cut off his head.’ Groans of horror. People shook and hung their heads. ‘My two nephews, they survived, but they saw it all. What kind of life can they have now, being witness to that?’
The crowd were now working themselves up once more.
‘I’ll tell you what kind of life!’ Muampa bellowed, before quickly switching to an icy calm. ‘They will have good lives, because… We. Will. Get. Our. Country. Back.’
Uproarious cheering now.
Muampa felt a tap on his shoulder. He covered the mic as he turned his head to his second in command, and long-time friend, Andrew Ndidi.
‘National police, two blocks away,’ Ndidi said.
‘Start the engine,’ Muampa whispered, before turning back to the crowd.
The next moment the pick-up truck rumbled to life. Vibrations from the engine rose up through his feet and coursed through his body. The crowd, still growing in numbers, looked more nervous now and people parted around the front of Muampa’s vehicle, sensing the end of his impromptu speech was nigh.
‘No more pretend military rule,’ he shouted. ‘No more meddling from the greedy West. This is our country. No one else will help us now. It’s down to us, to fight for change together.’
‘We have to go,’ Ndidi whispered, the strain in his voice evident.
‘January twelfth. A vote for Muampa is a vote for freedom. A vote for democracy. A vote for our country, Chabon.’ The crowd roared and cheered. Muampa looked them over, a triumphant smile on his face. But then he saw a small number of people at the back of the crowd suddenly dispersing. The police. They were here.
He turned to Ndidi. ‘Go.’
He grabbed the side of the truck as the driver put his foot down. The people in front of the vehicle darted out of the way, some only narrowly missing serious injury as the pick-up truck burst into life.
Muampa slumped down onto the deck and looked across George Square once more. He could see the flashing blue lights coming from around the far corner. Most of the crowd were trying to get themselves to safety, scattering onto the other roads leading off the square; only a few brave ones were prepared to stand and hamper the police in catching up with their hero, Muampa.
The truck was soon out of the square, the two junctions ahead already cleared because of Muampa’s vehicles holding the traffic back. A pre-planned exit route.
The truck came to an abrupt stop at the next junction and Muampa jumped down from the pick-up truck and was quickly shepherded into a waiting Mitsubishi Outlander. Within minutes they were travelling at 70mph along the startlingly modern A4 dual carriageway – dark and pristine tarmac that connected the centre of the nation’s capital, Kilpassa, with the rapidly growing international airport five miles away. The airport and the road were as stark a contrast to the crumbling city centre, and the general poverty that blighted the country, as there could be.
It was already clear that there was no remaining heat on them from the police. Quelling an unplanned protest speech in the capital was one thing, but Muampa was confident they wouldn’t attack him in the city in broad daylight, or even dare to take him into custody. He was too prominent right now, and his supporters too numerous and vocal, despite Benyu’s best efforts at silencing them.
Twenty minutes later, back on a much more usual single track with pockmarked tarmac, they pulled up outside a basic roadside restaurant. One of Muampa’s vehicles carrying four armed men – dressed in their usual military-style fatigues with red berets – had arrived a few minutes ahead of time to clear the place out and make sure it was safe. Muampa was once again shepherded inside and he and Ndidi sat down to eat and to discuss the speech he’d just delivered and what they’d do next.
Muampa felt like a king as he was waited on by the nervous staff, overlooked by the troop of armed men who were dotted about the place. An hour later, belly full and mind swimming with ideas, Muampa made his way back into the fierce afternoon heat with Ndidi and his entourage.
He was almost at his vehicle when he heard shouting in the near distance. He looked over to see two of his men were pulling over a banged-up Ford.
‘We should get in,’ Ndidi said, getting hold of Muampa’s forearm, intending to drag him to the Outlander.
‘Wait a minute,’ Muampa said.
A moment later one of the two guards was speaking into his radio handset. The message was relayed to the head of Muampa’s security team, a mountainous man named Sam Samuels, who came over to Muampa, the usual hard and distrusting glare on his face.
‘A white man, on his own. Says he’s British, from the BBC.’
Muampa snorted. ‘What does he want?’
‘An interview with you.’
‘Now?’
‘No. With cameras. For TV.’
Muampa was allowed to chew on that one for only a moment before Ndidi said his piece. He always had to. ‘Don’t give them anything. You know the British don’t care for you. Only their own interests. Benyu is nothing but a pawn for them, and you a problem.’
Muampa faced Samuels. ‘The BBC, you said?’
‘Yes.’
‘And he’s definitely alone.’
‘Alone in the vehicle, yes.’
‘Check him, then bring him to me.’
‘But Chima, come on,’ Ndidi said, ‘we don’t know who–’
Muampa cut him off, maintained his focus on Samuels. ‘Do it.’
‘But–’ Ndidi protested.
‘Do it.’
Samuels nodded and brought his radio up. Moments later the man was rough-handled out of his car. He cowered, hands above his head, as he was firmly patted down, the barrel of an assault rifle pointed at him the whole time.
After a few moments the all-clear came through to Samuels. ‘He’s clean.’
‘Then bring him here.’
The two-man escort brought the man over. He was in his late thirties with unkempt hair, grey suit trousers and a sweat-covered pale blue shirt. He was surprisingly calm given the position he found himself in.
‘What do you want?’ Muampa said with disdain when the man was brought to a halt a few yards from him.
Samuels took something from one of the guards then turned to Muampa, hand held out. Muampa took the items. A business card, passport and wallet. He looked them over for only a few seconds.
‘Dean Jenkins?’ Muampa said.
‘I’m a reporter. For the BBC. We wanted an interview with you.’
‘Why?’
‘Why?’ Jenkins looked around him, just a hint of nerves in his movements and his tone. ‘Because of what’s happening in Chabon. The upcoming election.’
‘I don’t like this,’ Ndidi whispered into Muampa’s ear.
Muampa turned, his patience wearing thin. ‘I didn’t ask you.’ Then to Jenkins. ‘How? When?’
‘You choose,’ Jenkins said. ‘For your own security. Time, location is entirely up to you.’
‘Just you?’
‘Me. And a cameraman. That’s it.’
Muampa mulled over the proposition. While he had no reason to trust Jenkins, nor the agenda of the BBC – an organisation intrinsically linked to the British government – the prospect of having his face on TVs around the world excited him. He put the business card in his pocket then handed the wallet and passport back to Samuels.
‘I’ll think about it. Now get lost.’
Samuels grabbed Jenkins by the shoulder and yanked him backward. Muampa turned for his vehicle.
‘I–’ Ndidi started, but Muampa cut him off once more.
‘Just take me home.’






CHAPTER FIVE


They arrived outside the walled compound a little over thirty minutes later. The metal gates were already sliding open as they approached. Muampa nodded to the sentry in the guard tower as the truck was driven through into the open yard. The house beyond was sprawling, but had no architectural significance: a two-storey square structure, bare breeze blocks on show all over, covered in places by sloppily applied orange render. The home had been built in the late 1980s by the white farmer who’d owned the land then to replace a much older brick farm building. Security, rather than quality or prestige, appeared to have been his priority, given the thick bars that covered the windows, and the high wall that encircled the home, barbed wire coiled along the top.
Muampa didn’t know what had happened to the farmer. Most likely Benyu or his predecessors had driven the man and his family out as part of their plans to return the countryside to black men. Only it wasn’t just white Europeans who’d suffered at the hands of Benyu’s military, but anyone who didn’t hold Natulia ancestry – the most populous ethnic group in the country. A country that had as many distinct tribes, each with their own language and culture, as it had had recent civil wars it seemed.
With no livestock and no irrigation for years, the land around the compound was bone dry and next to useless. Still, they were several miles away from the nearest village, and it was the perfect place to use as a base, away from the watchful eyes of Benyu’s spies.
Or so Muampa had thought.
He stepped from the vehicle and headed for the side door to the house which opened into a large galley kitchen. The head of Muampa’s house security was standing there, arms folded across his bloated belly. Long ago he had been nicknamed Tiny – an ironic reference to the alleged size of his manhood; even Muampa couldn’t recall his given name.
‘All good?’ Muampa asked.
Tiny nodded. ‘They’ve been waiting for you.’
Muampa patted Tiny on the shoulder and headed inside
‘Do you need me?’ Ndidi said, tagging along by his side.
‘Always, my friend.’
Muampa turned and saw the satisfied look return to Ndidi’s face. He knew Ndidi, so edgy earlier, was only looking out for Muampa’s best interests, but sometimes the man could be too risk averse. If they were to make serious headway before the elections in the new year, Ndidi would need to break out of his shell. Like the old days. Well, Muampa was about to remind his friend exactly where they’d come from.
They headed down into the basement – a series of rooms under the main building, each a plain square of poured concrete. The smell of damp and mould came and went with each step they took.
At the end of a narrow corridor they came to a stop at a rusted though sturdy metal door. Muampa knocked.
‘It’s me,’ he shouted.
Locks clinked and the door was heaved open by a short, squat man in military garb. Across the way stood another man in identical kit, including the trademark red beret of Muampa’s growing rebel army.
‘Do you want us to stay?’ the man on the door asked.
‘Yes. All of you.’
Muampa stepped into the room that was dimly lit by an orange bulb overhead. In the centre of the space a solitary man was shackled to a rickety metal chair. He was naked, his head was bowed, and his dark skin glistened from a combination of sweat and blood.
‘Anything?’
The man murmured incoherently at the sound of Muampa’s voice.
‘He’s given us details of his commanders. His instructions. He said–’
‘No.’ Muampa held his hand up. ‘I’d like to hear this from him.’
The guard nodded and stepped to the side. Muampa slowly walked up to the man, who half lifted his head before it flopped back down again. Seeing his face, even battered and bruised, and his scrawny body, reminded Muampa just how young this man was. Most likely a teenager still. Sent to do the dirty work for others. Not that Muampa would hold back because of that. Life was about choices. This young man had made the wrong ones.
The man mumbled. Muampa kneeled down in front of him. ‘Tell me what you’ve told my men.’
The man shook his head. ‘I’m… sorry.’
‘Sorry? For what?’
The man mumbled but his words were a jumbled nonsense.
‘You are a spy. For Benyu?’
He shook his head more vigorously now. ‘No. I’m just a… I just do what they ask. I’m a… soldier.’
‘But you were spying. On me. My men. Their families.’
‘No.’
Muampa turned to Ndidi, then to the guards. One of them nodded, as if indicating for Muampa to carry on. ‘Then what were you doing?’
‘My f-family. They need money. That’s why I joined. I couldn’t say no.’
‘You are a Natulia,’ Muampa said, more angry now. He straightened up and the prisoner lifted his head to follow him. Found the strength to hold Muampa’s eye.
‘Y-Yes.’
Muampa said nothing.
‘I never told them anything to harm you… please…’ He began to blubber. Muampa didn’t feel in the least bit sorry for him. ‘My family. Whatever you do to me… please don’t hurt them.’
‘We know he has two sisters,’ one of the guards said. ‘His mother too. Father is dead.’
‘Where do they live?’ Muampa said, turning round.
‘Outakka.’
‘I promise no harm will come to them,’ Muampa said, facing back to the prisoner. ‘But only if you tell me everything.’
‘I already have!’
Muampa turned to his guards again. A casual shrug. ‘Whether he’s told us everything…’
‘Why would I lie, like this!’ the prisoner shouted with a sudden burst of strength.
‘Why?’ Muampa said. ‘Because you’ve been here for four days and only now are you trying to do the right thing.’
The man’s sobbing became more severe, his moment of strength gone as quickly as it’d arrived.
‘Do the right thing,’ Muampa said. ‘Talk to me about Benyu. Nothing else will save you or your family.’
The man nodded. A strength and focus returned. He regurgitated information in a monotone. How he’d come to be a soldier. The missions he’d been on. His most recent, set up by one of Benyu’s senior generals: to gather intel on Muampa’s movements.
Basic reconnaissance. They already knew where Muampa was based. So what were they trying to achieve?
‘That’s it?’ Muampa asked when the young man had finished, somewhat disappointed that he had so little to offer, yet Muampa didn’t believe he was holding anything back now.
‘It’s… all I know. I’m just a soldier. Why would they tell me… anything?’
Muampa nodded as a thought struck him. ‘They want to assassinate me,’ he said. ‘They want to know where I’ll be so they can pick the moment.’
‘They wouldn’t dare,’ Ndidi said. ‘Not now, with the election so near.’
‘Of course they would. The only question is where and when. Somewhere public?’
The question was aimed at the prisoner, but he didn’t make any attempt to answer.
‘Tell me!’ Muampa screamed.
‘I d-don’t know anything about that!’
‘You don’t know anything?’
‘I’ve told you everything I know.’
‘You’re sure?’
‘Yes!’
‘Then you are of no use to me.’
Muampa turned and strode toward the table in the corner where all manner of tools were neatly laid out, some used and bloodied, some pristine and shining. Muampa briefly looked them over, then took hold of the handle of the two-foot long machete that was propped up against the wall. He cradled the curved blade in his hand. He turned and took slow and deliberate steps up to the prisoner whose eyes twitched with fear as he stared at the weapon.
‘You have nothing else to say?’
‘Please… my family.’
Muampa roared in anger, took two steps forward and slashed the machete down across the prisoner’s shoulder. The blade dug in several inches, slicing through bone and muscle, cleaving the arm and a chunk of the man’s torso almost clean off the body.
The man screamed in pain and shock. But it was short-lived. Muampa slashed the blade across the man’s mid-section, severed an arm in the process. The prisoner’s belly erupted. Bloody, pulpy mess slopped out onto his lap and to the floor. His body quivered, but no sounds came from his lips now.
Muampa lifted the machete and crashed it down onto the man’s head. The blade thudded into place, wedged halfway through the man’s skull and brain. His body jolted and shuddered for a few seconds more before it went still.
Muampa, breathing heavily, remained where he was, a snarl on his face as he glared down at the dead man. After a few seconds he wiped at the blood spatters covering his face.
He turned to Ndidi. ‘Dump the body in the city.’
‘But–’
‘You say but to me one more time today and I’ll ram that blade down your throat!’
Ndidi bowed his head and nodded.
‘I want Benyu to know what happens to his spies.’
‘Do you want us to send a message?’
‘No. Just the body. The message will be clear enough.’ Muampa turned to the guards. ‘And you have the names of his sisters?’
They nodded.
‘Send someone. Kill them. And don’t go easy.’
The guards looked at one another, then to Ndidi for reassurance.
‘Do you understand!’ Muampa blasted.
‘Yes, sir,’ they blurted in unison.
‘Good.’ Muampa stormed past them and out of the room. Upstairs he saw Tiny milling in the hallway. The guy had a double take when he saw Muampa covered with blood.
‘I need the satellite phone.’
Tiny nodded and scooted off and moments later was back by Muampa’s side as he strode through the yard to get some air. Muampa stopped and took the phone.
‘That’s all,’ he said and Tiny nodded again before scuttling back for the house.
Muampa took a few breaths to get his head back into focus, pushing down his bubbling anger at that conniving bastard Benyu. He reached into his pocket and took out the business card. He dialled the number. The call was answered after only two rings.
‘Dean Jenkins.’
‘Do you know who this is?’ Muampa asked.
A short pause. ‘Of course.’
‘Good.’
‘You want to do the interview?’ Jenkins said, sounding unsure.
‘Yes. And this is how it will work.’ Muampa smiled as he talked. For too long he’d been in the shadows. It was time to tell his story to the world.






CHAPTER SIX


It wasn’t often that Peter Winter felt out of his depth. Today was about as close as he’d come. Sitting in the conference room at St Chad’s House, a small and discreet neo-Georgian office building across the water from the Tower of London, he quickly scanned the bundle of documents he’d been sent the previous evening. As a commander for the secretive Joint Intelligence Agency, an offshoot of the UK’s Secret Intelligence Services that was funded and operated in conjunction with the US Government, his main role was in overseeing field activities. Politics was not his bag. In truth he had little interest in it.
So why was he sitting here this morning? If the JIA needed a presence at all to discuss the operation with Whitehall it would surely have been far more appropriate for someone from the JIA’s leadership committee to be in his place?
There was one very clear possibility in Winter’s mind that would explain why he was there, rather than a committee member. The top dogs were trying to distance themselves from the operation.
Had there been a fallout before the op had even properly got going?
There was a knock on the door.
‘Come in,’ Winter said as though it was his office, then immediately felt foolish. He got to his feet as the door opened and a bright-eyed young aide poked his head round the doorway.
‘Sorry, just thought I’d check you weren’t in the middle of something,’ the man said.
‘No, come on in,’ Winter said.
The aide ducked back out of sight and a moment later three much more senior and stoic figures strode in – two men, one woman. Winter had only met one of the three before – Jeremy Beauchamp, a level five director at SIS, or MI6, as most people still referred to it. In his late forties, Beauchamp was a few years older than Winter, though putting aside the organisational differences between SIS and the even more clandestine JIA, their roles were closely related. Beauchamp wouldn’t appreciate the political nature of today’s meeting either, Winter believed.
Or was it hoped?
‘Good morning, Peter,’ Beauchamp said with a wide smile, his upper-class background shining through in his accent and uptight mannerisms. He extended his hand and Winter took it. ‘I don’t know if you’ve met before, but I’m sure you recognise the faces. This is Liz Baker, and Arnold Duncan.’
Winter shook both of their hands as he took the two in. Baker, a hard-nosed woman in her fifties who could have been a headmistress in a nineteenth-century boarding school, was the foreign secretary. A woman highly thought of within Conservative circles, but largely derided in the media. Duncan, less publicly prominent than his cabinet colleague, was secretary of state for international trade. Older than the others at over sixty, Winter guessed, he looked lean and fit but had an arrogance in his uptight stance and pinched eyes, a raised head to look down his nose at the world. Winter immediately took a dislike to him.
As far as Winter was concerned, Baker had reasons to know about this meeting, and the operation that had been set in motion in Chabon, but Duncan shouldn’t have been anywhere near it.
‘I’ve only got thirty minutes,’ Baker said to no one in particular as she took her seat. Winter took the blunt statement to be her way of showing she believed she was the most senior person in the room.
‘Not a problem, Liz,’ Beauchamp said, the sickly smile still on his face as everyone took their seats. So Beauchamp was the kiss-arse type? Winter would never have thought it.
‘Operation Firestone,’ Baker said. ‘Just give it to me short and sweet. Where are we?’
‘Peter?’ Beauchamp prompted.
Winter cleared his throat as all eyes turned to him. ‘I realise this is the first time some of you have met me. I’m really not sure how much you already know about the operation–’
‘Assume we know everything,’ Duncan said. ‘The op was set up at our behest. We only need an update from you today.’
Winter took a deep breath. Thirty minutes. That’s all the time he had to spend with this bunch today. Just stay calm and get through it.
‘The team I put together are currently in Zimbabwe undergoing final preparations. We–’
‘But how long will that take?’ Baker asked.
‘To properly acclimatise four people who’d never met each other until forty-eight hours ago?’
‘I thought these people were supposed to be ready for anything?’ Duncan said.
‘These people?’ Winter said, his patience already wearing thin despite his desire to stay level-headed.
‘Spies. Elite armed forces. Whatever they are. Haven’t they already undergone extensive training?’
‘That’s three questions you’ve asked now, without letting me answer. Which would you like me to tackle first?’
‘Just tell us how long,’ Beauchamp said in a more conciliatory tone.
‘The plan is that they spend two weeks in the training camp. It’s not just physical preparedness we’re talking about. As you know there’s a complicated political and social backdrop out there.’
‘Tell me about it,’ Duncan said.
Winter ignored the flippant comment. ‘The team will be putting their lives on the line. For us. For each other. They have to be able to work together.’
‘We don’t have two weeks,’ Baker said.
Silence as all three stared at Winter. He ground his teeth. He hadn’t wanted to be here, but even he hadn’t imagined the purpose of the meeting was simply to hound him. The mission should have been straightforward enough. What had gone wrong internally in the government that they were already looking for a scapegoat for the op?
Or was that just Winter’s paranoid brain working overtime?
‘We’ve had a development,’ Beauchamp said, perhaps picking up on Winter’s thoughts. ‘Which means we may need to up the ante, so to speak.’
‘What development?’
‘Chima Muampa. We understand a reporter working with the BBC has been in touch with him. Needless to say they’re keeping their cards close to their chests, possibly for the security of their own reporters, but through my sources we believe Muampa is due to give a TV interview to the BBC in the coming days.’
Winter frowned, shook his head. ‘So?’
‘We can’t let Muampa and his band of rebels further destabilise Chabon,’ Duncan said.
‘Would someone just tell me the point of all of this?’
‘We need your team on the ground straight away,’ Baker said.
‘They’re not ready.’
‘Then make them ready,’ Duncan said.
‘Why don’t you?’
Duncan huffed and looked over to Beauchamp. ‘Is he always like this?’
‘Peter knows what he’s doing,’ Beauchamp said.
‘And I’m also in the room, dickhead.’
‘Okay, that’s enough,’ Baker snapped, cutting in before Duncan could retaliate. ‘Mr Winter, if you’re not prepared to be civil, then we can always go around you. I asked for you to be here today because I know you’ve put your own people onto this.’
‘I’ve put the best people onto this,’ he said.
‘Perhaps we can take a look at that,’ Duncan said as he flitted through the papers in front of him on the desk. ‘Brett Lewis is part of our armed forces. Sam Moreno was too, and I understand from Jeremy that she’s been working with him recently. Jay Halstead’s CV looks up to scratch. But who is this Ryker character?’
‘He’s one of mine.’
‘But there’s barely anything in here about him?’
‘That’s because what he does is a long way above your need-to-know level.’
That wiped away some of the guy’s arrogance. Not for long. ‘Who do you think is calling the shots here, exactly?’ Duncan asked.
Winter didn’t bother to answer. Just glared.
‘Gentlemen,’ Beauchamp said. ‘Perhaps we can move this back on track.’
Baker glanced at her watch. ‘Absolutely. I’ve only a few minutes left. The thing is, Peter, we are increasingly concerned about Chima Muampa’s activities. We believe he poses an imminent threat to the government of Chabon.’
‘Which is why we have my team preparing to supplant themselves as Cathcart plc security operatives,’ Winter responded, referring to the cover identities, and roles, which had been set up for Ryker and the others in Chabon, to keep them close to those within the upper echelons of power in the country.
‘I’m not sure that will be enough now,’ Baker said.
‘Enough for what?’
‘Do you realise how much this UK government has already invested in Chabon?’ Duncan asked. ‘If Muampa orchestrates a coup, and if it’s effective, we stand to lose tens of billions in revenue.’
Winter scoffed. ‘And there it is.’
‘What did you think we were doing there?’ Duncan asked as though Winter’s reaction was dumb.
‘Oh, I don’t know. How about looking to maintain stability in the region. Protecting innocent lives by ensuring another civil war doesn’t break out. Generally doing our best to quash terrorism and extremism so that we all get to live safely over here. You know, that sort of thing.’
‘We are doing that, Peter,’ Baker assured him, talking in a smooth and comforting tone now. ‘I’ve heard many things about you and your work, and I have every faith in the team, but–’
‘Then why is he here?’ Winter said, indicating Duncan, much to the older man’s disgust. ‘You’re saying this is about foreign relations–’
‘It’s true that the UK’s interests in Chabon are varied–’ Baker interjected.
‘And who says Chima Muampa is even the bad guy in all this?’ Winter asked.
Silence.
‘All this?’ Beauchamp asked.
‘Benyu took power in a coup, didn’t he?’ And Winter knew it was a coup that was in a large part aided by the then UK government.
‘He did,’ Baker said. ‘And now he’s formed a democratically-elected government.’
‘That according to some reports quashes the opposition with violence and routinely kills those who don’t share Benyu’s own ethnicity.’
‘What is your point?’ Baker asked, much less smooth now. ‘If you feel in some way conflicted about which side the UK is on here, and you’d like us to replace you on this operation, then just say so.’
‘No, ma’am. What I’m saying is that good versus bad isn’t always black and white. Have you even been to Chabon?’
‘No–’
‘I have,’ Duncan said. ‘And from what I understand we helped install Benyu for good reason. He wants what’s best for Chabon, and he wants to work with us and other foreign nations to help bring the country into the twenty-first century.’
Baker shot Duncan a look. An indication for him to zip it. He did. Winter too decided to hold his tongue for now.
‘We need to keep Chabon together until the January elections,’ Baker said. ‘There are many reasons why but for you it’s as simple as that. But we do have another specific objective for the op.’
‘What?’
‘We believe Muampa has already infiltrated some of the Chabon government’s top levels, and we need to know who, and what they’re up to.’
Which, Winter thought, is nothing more than expected, given that Whitehall wants the JIA involved.
‘Does Benyu know?’
‘Not that we’re aware of. And we’d like to keep it that way. We need eyes and ears on the ground but it has to be discreet. We can’t afford retaliatory action from either side.’
‘Fine,’ Winter said. ‘I’ll get the team briefed.’
‘No. Not the team,’ Duncan said. ‘Just one of them. The fewer people who know the full story, the better. Pick the best candidate.’
‘We’ll leave the choice to you,’ Baker said. She tidied up the papers she was holding then put them into her bag. She got to her feet and Duncan followed.
‘It was nice to meet you,’ she said to Winter.
‘You too.’
Duncan just nodded.
‘I’ll call you later,’ Beauchamp said to Baker as she and Duncan went out of the door. ‘I just need a minute with Peter.’
‘What the fuck was all that?’ Beauchamp said once the door was closed, his face creasing with anger.
‘Piss off, Jeremy. You knew how I’d react to that prat goading me. That’s probably why you asked me here today, just so they’d go away with a bad feeling about me and the JIA. Not to mention Ryker and my team.’
‘This isn’t about MI6 versus the JIA. And Duncan was only goading you because you got your knickers in a twist the second he walked in.’
It was a fair point, perhaps. But Winter wasn’t known for keeping his thoughts to himself. ‘I don’t like him,’ he said. ‘He’s a self-interested–’
‘Everyone in the world is self-interested. Even you.’
Winter shrugged. ‘My self-interest involves more than just money though.’
‘Get over yourself. You’re not a moral crusader. You, like your operatives, follow orders. Those orders come from the JIA committee. Their orders come from the government. It’s that simple.’
‘I don’t need you to tell me how my organisation works.’
‘Good. Then maybe next time you’ll keep your damn mouth shut and stick to the script, otherwise you might find a sudden lack of support for the JIA.’
As if that was Beauchamp’s call to make.
Beauchamp got to his feet. Sighed. ‘Moreno has worked for me multiple times. She’s better than good. If you want her to–’
‘It’s my responsibility,’ Winter said. ‘I’ll deal with the team my way. Like Duncan said, the fewer people who know the full story, the better.’
Beauchamp eyed Winter suspiciously for a few seconds but said nothing more. ‘I’ll be in touch.’ He headed for the door.






CHAPTER SEVEN


For the best part of three days, Ryker and the others had gone through exercise after exercise with Vinatieri at his remote Zimbabwean outpost. Gruelling and at times barbaric training that wasn’t necessarily designed to teach them anything new combat-wise – after all, each of them was highly trained already – but to further build resilience and, eventually, encourage camaraderie in the group.
But they were also there to learn about Africa, and more importantly the country they would soon be heading to: Chabon. Which was why this morning, rather than training in the yard, they were in a Puma helicopter travelling over lush green forest, the jungle of Matabeleland below them.
The noise in the back of the helicopter was fierce and each of the four trainees, plus Vinatieri and the pilot up front, were wearing radio headsets to communicate. Not that conversation was free flowing. Ryker could see in the eyes of his team that each was as apprehensive as they were intrigued as to what Vinatieri had planned for them out in the wilds.
‘We’ll arrive in five minutes,’ Vinatieri said, turning round to look at the four behind him. ‘Get yourselves ready. The chopper’s not stopping so you’ll all need to bail. Head for the nearest cover northwards.’
A series of acknowledgments. No chit-chat. Every now and then Halstead or Lewis, sitting opposite Ryker, would flash a glare in his direction. He actually felt that the two men, and Moreno, had warmed to him over the last few days, yet there remained an air of suspicion among them, as though they sensed that Ryker was different from them and wondered exactly why he was there. It was a question he himself tried to think about as little as he could, because the answer really wouldn’t make much sense. If he’d wanted he could have been living a life of quiet solitude now. But he’d tried that. It didn’t work for him. This was where he belonged. Wasn’t it?
‘Okay, this is it,’ Vinatieri shouted, his voice barely audible above the din of rotors and engine, and Ryker looked over to see him removing his headset.
Ryker and the others followed suit and grabbed their bulging rucksacks. The helicopter swooped over the dense tree canopy below and descended into a small clearing of long grass.
When the helicopter was eight feet from the ground, Vinatieri gave them a thumbs up then launched himself over the side. He rolled into the grass below before bouncing up and sprinting for the tree cover.
Ryker was next to go, and within a few seconds all of them were crouched in a tangled mass of grass and creepers as the helicopter quickly disappeared back where it’d come from.
‘All good?’ Vinatieri shouted. Nods and affirmatives all around. With the noise of the helicopter quickly fading, the sound of nature took over; the swooshing of leaves, creaking of branches, and the clicks and calls of wildlife.
‘What the fuck is the point of this?’ Lewis said, sounding disgusted as he swatted a fly from his beard. ‘And no weapons?’
‘This is an expedition. And you have your knives.’
A huff from Lewis. The brave SAS warrior, Ryker thought. Surely he’s been on escape and evasion exercises before? Perhaps he thought his time doing such mundane tasks was done with.
‘When you arrive in Chabon, you might be based in Kilpassa, but you never know when you might end up in the sticks. You need to understand not just your mission, not just the people, but the country too,’ Vinatieri said.
‘Then why are we in Zimbabwe?’ Halstead asked. Ryker wasn’t sure if it was a dig or a genuine question.
Vinatieri smiled. ‘This country has a lot in common with Chabon. Not just its landscape but its history.’
A grunt from Lewis. Ryker looked to Moreno. She hadn’t said a word, her lips firmly sealed. She had her keen eyes on Vinatieri, but Ryker also thought she looked a little suspicious about what lay ahead.
‘The forest here is indigenous hardwood,’ Vinatieri said. ‘Teak, mahogany among others. Dense in places, wherever there’s water, including here, but this is part of the Kalahari sand region. You go trekking and sooner or later you’ll come to sandy plains. And yes, you will get some big animals, so you need to be careful.’
‘I’ve always wanted to go on safari,’ Halstead joked. Nobody laughed.
‘But you should worry less about the wildlife and more about the people. As recently as 2007 these forests were invaded by ZANU-PF supporters looking to make money from illegal logging. You’ll still come across that, and these people will not take kindly to you disturbing their rackets.’
‘Then again, why no weapons?’ Lewis asked.
‘Because I understood you were trained to be better than that.’
Lewis and Vinatieri held each other’s eyes for a few seconds. The teacher won the stare-off when Lewis looked away first.
‘Zimbabwe has a dark and bloody past,’ Vinatieri said. ‘And endless conflict between different tribes. In that sense this melting pot is almost a carbon copy of what you’ll find in Chabon. The British first waged war here in the late nineteenth century, and it wasn’t just their superior military and equipment that helped them quickly gain control of these lands. They pitted the indigenous tribes against each other. Used them as bait, cannon fodder, whatever. The actions of the British led to tens, even hundreds of thousands of deaths, and bitterness and hatred among local tribes still exists today. Again, much like Chabon. One thing they absolutely both have in common in rural areas is a big distrust of white people.’
‘I’m all good then,’ Halstead said.
‘Me too,’ Moreno added – the first commonality the two of them had shared.
‘No. You’re not,’ Vinatieri said. ‘That’s my point. None of you have allies out here. Every person, every tribe is a potential threat.’
Lewis scoffed. Thankfully he didn’t bother to ask about weapons this time.
‘We’ll trek nearly sixty miles west from here to the extraction point. We’re planning on three nights and the route’ll give you a good variation of landscapes. Take in what you can. Flora and fauna. Ask as many questions as you can think of. This is your chance to learn.’
Nods of agreement.
‘Let’s go.’


Seven hours later, with the sun a huge mass of orange on the horizon in front of them, Ryker was hot and exhausted. His feet ached and were blistered. He was thirsty and hungry. The general mood among the group was one of frustration and annoyance. This wasn’t what any of them had signed up for. Yet Ryker was in his element. No longer in the role of brutish combat trainer, for the last few hours Vinatieri had been engaging and interesting. It was clear he knew everything about the country and its landscape. The types of trees, foliage, what could be eaten, what was poisonous. And the same went for insects and animals.
Vinatieri was fearless too. He’d caught or trapped spiders, snakes and other insects and small animals for the purpose of teaching the group about their surroundings. Whether the others were really taking in all of the information, only time would tell, but Ryker certainly was.
For the last two hours of the journey they’d been traipsing across open plain, the grass beneath them brown and crispy, the ground baked dry from the persistent sunshine and little rain. Sporadic acacia trees were dotted here and there, though a thick line of green jungle was visible in the distance likely signalling more fertile and moist ground ahead.
‘When we reach the cover, we’ll stop to refuel,’ Vinatieri said.
Murmurs of acknowledgment from the low-energy bunch.
Then Moreno suddenly sank to her haunches. ‘Down!’
The others all followed, eyes darting about here, there and everywhere as they looked for whatever threat Moreno had spotted.
She grabbed the binoculars dangling from her belt and brought them up to her face. ‘South. About half a mile. Near the three acacias clustered together.’
Ryker brought his own binoculars up.
‘You see it?’ she asked.
Ryker did. A dazzle of zebras, clumped together. Most of them with their heads down.
‘They’re… amazing,’ Moreno said.
Ryker agreed. ‘Can we get closer?’
‘We’re not sightseeing here,’ Vinatieri said, clearly less impressed with the find.
‘There’s water there,’ Lewis said. ‘Look at how they’re bobbing their heads down. They’re drinking.’
‘We should go over,’ Halstead said. ‘We’re almost out.’
‘Not yet,’ Vinatieri said, his tone authoritative. ‘We get to the forest first. Then we find water.’
‘It’ll take us ten minutes to get to where the zebra are,’ Lewis said. ‘Who knows how long we’ll be traipsing around the forest for?’
‘I said no.’ With that Vinatieri got back to his feet and trundled toward the green again.
The other four got up too. Moreno looked disappointed. Lewis and Halstead were pissed off.
Lewis spat on the ground, his steely glare fixed on Vinatieri’s back. ‘I don’t like this,’ he said. ‘He’s playing with us.’
‘He’s teaching us,’ Ryker said. ‘All you need to do is listen. Don’t forget why we’re here, what the mission is.’
A huff from Lewis, but no one said anything more as they set off in tow behind Vinatieri.


Twenty minutes later they were sitting on dusty ground at the edge of the jungle, their backpacks beside them. The plains were still in sight to the east just beyond the thicket of trees.
‘So what now?’ Halstead asked. ‘We’re camping here?’
‘Not here. We’ve a few miles more to go today. But let’s cook up some food and get our energy levels ramped again.’
‘What about water?’ Lewis asked. ‘We’re now a mile further away from where we saw the zebra.’
‘There’s more than one watering hole in the Kalahari,’ Vinatieri said.
‘Yeah? Well where’s the nearest one then?’
‘That’s our task to find out, isn’t it?’
Nobody seemed too impressed by that.
‘Told you he was playing us,’ Lewis said. ‘As if life out here wasn’t hard enough.’
‘Hard? You don’t know the half of it. Let’s see who’s been listening to me.’ Vinatieri paused as if waiting for them to question what he meant. ‘You’ve got thirty minutes each. Ryker, you’re on fire duty. The others, start foraging.’
A grunt from Lewis, but Halstead, Moreno and Ryker got to it. Ryker felt he’d been let off the hook slightly, compared to the others. Starting a fire was starting a fire, it didn’t really matter where in the world. He first set about collecting kindling, and then some larger logs for later once the fire was set. With the forest so dry, it didn’t take long to gather what he needed, and a few minutes later he had flames. Not long after that, the troupe had congregated by Ryker’s now roaring blaze, Moreno looking the most sheepish of the lot.
‘You didn’t get anything?’ Vinatieri asked her.
‘No,’ she said.
‘Don’t worry. This is a team effort. The locals wander for hours a day foraging. And they share everything they find.’ He turned to Lewis. ‘And you?’
‘Wild cucumbers,’ he said, opening his palms to reveal several small smoky-green fruits. Even though he’d succeeded, to an extent, he looked oddly embarrassed, as though foraging wasn’t manly enough for him.
‘Halstead?’
Halstead dug into his pockets, and took out a handful of elongated pods. ‘Gemsbok beans,’ he said. ‘And lots of them.’
He continued to empty out his pockets onto the ground. There were more than two dozen pods. Not a substantial amount but plenty to get by on – the beans were a staple of local tribes, protein rich and versatile. Moreno and Lewis looked even more embarrassed now.
‘Good job,’ Vinatieri said.
‘What about you?’ Lewis asked.
‘Water,’ Vinatieri said with a smile, holding up a filled plastic bottle. Then his smile broadened. ‘And tea.’ He held up a cluster of tea bags in his other hand.
‘Fresh from the jungle, right?’ Moreno said.
‘I’m always prepared,’ Vinatieri said with a wink.


The limited food was bland and did little to satisfy Ryker’s growing hunger, but as they ate the food and drank tea and talked, he felt that at least the group were finally beginning to gel, despite the, at times, fractious day.
Night soon descended, and Ryker knew before long they’d be back on the move. Perhaps not the most sensible thing to do in the dark in an unfamiliar jungle, but Vinatieri was determined to put them through their paces. As the foursome chatted and laughed, Vinatieri got his bag ready. Then he headed over to the fire and stirred a fresh pot of tea that was bubbling away.
‘Last chance,’ he said.
He got four takers.
Ryker sipped the hot liquid. Frowned. The others did the same.
‘You change tea bags?’ Halstead asked.
‘No,’ Vinatieri said, smiling. ‘Good old English breakfast. I just added something a little extra this time.’
‘Well you shouldn’t have,’ Lewis said, teasing more than complaining. ‘Tastes like shit now.’
‘Sorry about that. Drink up. It’s time to go.’
They all did so. Ryker cringed at the taste, and the tingling sensation that filled his mouth.
‘Seriously. What is that shit?’ Halstead asked.
‘Just a little medicine to help you on your way,’ Vinatieri said.
‘On our way to where?’ Moreno asked, her voice was hazy and slurred. But was that how she’d spoken or was it Ryker’s mind that was fogging over?
‘You… piece… of… shit!’ Lewis half shouted, half drawled.
Ryker had realised what was happening too.
Lewis was on his feet, but as he took two stumbling steps toward Vinatieri, his wobbly legs went from under him and he landed in a heap on the ground, face first.
Ryker looked to Moreno. Concern all over her face. He went to get up. Couldn’t even feel his legs.
Vinatieri was still smiling. He slung the backpack over his shoulders. ‘See you around,’ he said, his voice sounding wobbly and distant.
Ryker opened his mouth to speak. At least he thought he did, but his brain was disconnected from his body, his focus on the wane. He again tried to move. Was completely paralysed.
He looked to Moreno. Her eyes were still just about open, looking directly at him. He tried to lift his hand to her. He slumped onto his back, his body sprawled on the ground of the jungle.
Unable to move, he stared at the darkness above as his heavy eyelids slowly closed.






CHAPTER EIGHT


‘What the hell!’
The woman’s distant shout echoed in Ryker’s mind.
‘What the… that bastard!’
The voice sounded familiar, but Ryker’s weary brain couldn’t immediately place it, and he had no clue where it had come from as he and Winter ambled alongside the River Thames. A cold, wet dreary day in London. Winter was explaining the upcoming mission in Chabon, and his concerns about who was pulling the strings and the potential dangers that lay ahead.
‘Ryker, wake up, damn it!’
Winter and London, the rain, disappeared, replaced by black. All that remained was the cold. And the woman’s voice.
He was asleep?
Ryker groggily opened his eyes. Still he was staring at darkness.
‘Ryker? Come on, man, wake up!’
She shook his shoulder with force and his head wobbled about on the hard ground. Ryker shivered as he propped himself up on an elbow.
His brain finally recalibrated. Moreno. It was Moreno talking to him, though he could barely make her out with the darkness that surrounded them.
Slowly Ryker’s senses returned. The earthy smell of the plants and trees. The overbearing silence of night-time in the jungle. The cold. It was freezing. Another powerful shiver ran right through him.
‘He’s gone,’ Moreno said, anger the most obvious emotion in her voice. ‘They’re all gone.’
She’d been kneeling by his side, but as she straightened up she stepped into a thin ray of moonlight poking through the tree canopy and Ryker saw that beneath the anger was anxiety. He hadn’t known Moreno long, but this was the first time he’d seen any hint of weakness in her tough demeanour.
Ryker hauled himself up.
‘Vinatieri, he left us here,’ Moreno said. ‘Lewis and Halstead too. All our things are gone. They’ve just left us here with nothing.’
Ryker frowned. As he’d drifted off to unconsciousness, he’d felt sure he knew what was happening. This was all just an exercise. Vinatieri was leaving the four of them alone in the wilds to make their own way back to camp. Ryker had been on plenty of similar exercises in his time training with the JIA all those years ago, and he’d been in far worse situations on missions that had gone wrong since then.
But where were Lewis and Halstead?
‘You’re sure they’re not here?’ Ryker asked.
It was so dark he could hardly see five yards in front of him.
‘I mean…’ Her head whipped round. ‘Lewis!’ she shouted at the top of her voice. ‘Halstead you piece of–’
‘Okay, okay.’ Ryker reached out and put a hand on her shoulder. ‘Stay close, we’ll take a look around.’
They spent five minutes searching the area, Moreno grumbling the whole time. It turned out she was right. There was no sign of Lewis or Halstead. No sign of Vinatieri. Not a backpack or any supplies in sight.
But something else wasn’t right either, Ryker realised.
‘There’s no fire,’ he said. ‘Not even any remnants.’
‘What?’
‘This isn’t the same place,’ Ryker said.
‘How…’
‘They haven’t taken our stuff. Well, they have, but they took us too. They moved us.’
‘Lewis and–’
‘No. Those two were out of it just like we were. They had no clue what was going to happen.’
‘Lewis said Vinatieri was playing us.’
‘He was right. But he wasn’t alone. Vinatieri must have had help. He didn’t leave us and head off on foot. Someone else was with him. They took our things, and they took us. They must have had transport too. A car or a helicopter.’
‘A car would mean a road.’
‘Eventually, yeah, but that could be miles away still. Most likely it was a helicopter.’
‘Then where the hell are we?’
Ryker looked around again. The truth was he had no idea. The moon was high up in the sky in the north. Given the time in the lunar cycle, and the relative position of the stars, he could determine their orientation easy enough and could take a wild stab at the time of night, but they could still be anywhere within a few hundred miles of where they’d made camp.
‘So what now?’ Moreno asked, her anger subsiding slightly as the reality of the situation sank in.
‘We stay calm. You were in the army. You must have been on exercises like this?’
‘I was never drugged and left for dead in the Kalahari with nothing but the clothes on my back.’
‘Fair enough, but I’ve been through worse. This is a test. Nothing more. If you weren’t capable, you wouldn’t be here in the first place.’
Moreno nodded in defiance at the situation, all evidence of her anxiety gone. He admired her toughness. Hands on hips, she turned and looked about the place.
There was a creak in the near distance. A branch snapping off a tree, or something walking in the woods?
Moreno spun round. Ryker’s eyes fixed on the area of darkness where the sound had come from.
‘What the fuck is out there?’ she said.
What isn’t out there? Ryker thought. ‘I don’t know,’ he said.
Moreno said nothing.
Ryker shivered again as another chill went through him. ‘It’s freezing,’ he said.
‘Tell me about it.’
With the sun gone and the sky above clear, the temperature had dropped dramatically, and in only combat trousers and khaki cotton shirts, they were bitterly cold. Their rucksacks had contained blankets among the other basic tools and provisions they’d brought for the trek. Now they had nothing.
‘First priority is to stay warm and make it through the night,’ Ryker said. ‘A fire’ll help ward off predators too.’
‘Or draw them all in. Still, roast lion can’t be all that bad?’ She smiled. Ryker did too, even though the thought of an encounter with a large wild animal was anything but funny.
In the darkness it took them longer than before to find everything they needed but they still managed to get a decent fire going. With the paltry warmth of the flames taking the edge off the bitter chill, Ryker slumped against the trunk of a thick mahogany tree, and Moreno slouched down beside him. Despite their activity, she was shivering badly.
He put his arm around her and she shuffled closer.
‘No funny business,’ he said to her. ‘Not on a first date.’
He thought he saw her almost smile. ‘We should get some rest,’ Moreno said. ‘Head off at first light.’
‘Yep.’
The fire in front of them crackled and popped, a comforting sound. Beyond it, though, the muffled sounds of the forest were stark and eerie. The calls of night animals, the shuffle of insects and night-time predators on the prowl – the strains and creaks of life that could be heard but not seen.
‘We’ll take it in turns,’ Moreno said.
‘Good idea,’ Ryker said, even though he’d long learned to sleep with one eye open.
Moreno closed her eyes, her head resting on Ryker’s chest, the heat of her body already warming his right side through.
He wasn’t feeling tired at all. He was wired, adrenaline flowing. Perhaps she was the same, but was just hoping that some shut-eye would block everything else out for a few hours.
With the sounds around him amplified by the darkness, Ryker’s mind whirred as he stared at the flickering flames, thoughts of Winter and that rain-soaked day back in England playing on his mind.






CHAPTER NINE


It was another baking day in Kilpassa, and Chima Muampa had gathered his most trusted friends and allies at the farm. The main reason was to celebrate Ndidi’s little brother’s birthday, but on top of that Muampa recognised that the last few weeks of campaigning while simultaneously keeping watchful eyes out for Benyu’s spies had taken a toll on his crew, and he thought they all deserved a break, if only for a few hours.
The guards, out of their military uniforms – except for the three who’d drawn short straws and remained on duty at the gates, who’d get quadruple pay for their efforts today – had brought along their families, if they had them. With a single large table set out on the scorched grass for the over thirty adults, the kids were left to run free around the grounds, most of them opting to kick a battered old football about the place.
A few of the wives were on cooking duty, busily preparing a traditional meal of the maize porridge nshima served with greens and slabs of chargrilled beef, fresh from the farm of one of the guard’s families.
By the time the food arrived at the table many of the guests were tipsy or worse from the free-flowing beer and wine. Muampa, though, hadn’t touched a drop. He wanted to keep a clear head.
The adults tucked into their food while the kids carried on playing. The jovial atmosphere bubbled away nicely, though Muampa could tell from the odd questioning look he received that people were beginning to wonder why he was so quiet and circumspect.
He was chewing a mouthful of meat, beautifully seasoned and as tender as anything he’d ever had when Ndidi sprang up from his chair. He held a tumbler of wine in his hand which he chinked loudly with his fork.
Everyone turned their attention to him, smiles all around. Muampa sat back in his chair, not yet sure if he was pleased about the interruption or not.
‘The last few weeks… has been hard for all of us,’ Ndidi said as he looked around the expectant faces. ‘We work long hours, and we put ourselves in danger every day… But together we’re making a difference. And every day that goes by, support for our cause grows. Together we will take our country back…’ Ndidi locked eyes with Muampa. ‘And it’s all down to one man’s vision, and his relentless pursuit of what is right.’
All eyes were now on Muampa. Admiration mostly. A little bit of fear.
‘A toast to the best man that I know, and the future leader of Chabon. Chima, we love you.’
Everyone raised their glasses and cheered. Everyone except for Muampa, who kept his blank stare on his right-hand man. Ndidi took his seat, and his wife, beaming, put an arm around his shoulder and kissed him on the cheek, eliciting more cheers and whistles from the others.
As the buoyant mood quietened, eyes returned to Muampa, and soon a hush had enveloped the table. Muampa knew why. Ndidi had set the stall out. Now it was Muampa’s turn. Today was supposed to be a celebration. Muampa would give them what they wanted, and more.
He rose to his feet, glass of water in hand.
‘Thank you, my good friend,’ Muampa said, nodding to Ndidi.
Muampa looked over the faces turned his way.
‘I first met Andrew when I was only six years old,’ he said. ‘We’ve been friends ever since then. Could we ever have expected that we’d be sitting here, like this, together and on the cusp of making history, all these years later?’
Nods of approval and one or two low-key murmurs.
‘It’s been a long journey. For all of us. Andrew met Gloria when he was sixteen.’ Muampa stared at his friend’s wife. She was smiling but looked a little uneasy at where the conversation was heading. ‘She’s a wonderful woman, but I said to him back then; you’re more than just a family man. Make your own future. You see, I never married. My own choice. Of course, I could have, but I never wanted to be distracted from my mission.’
A few faces were dropping now, Gloria’s included. Not that Muampa was intending to insult either Ndidi or her. He was only trying to explain why he was different to them.
‘Do you know the number one quality that I must have from everyone here?’ He hadn’t meant the question as rhetorical, but nobody made any attempt to answer. Muampa glanced to Gloria then back at Ndidi once more.
‘Loyalty. It’s loyalty. Right? If I am to trust my life to you, then I must know that I can count on you, above everything else. Family included. I said this to my friend all those years ago. And what did he do?’ Muampa smiled now. ‘He ignored me and got married anyway!’
A few laughs and smiles, though Gloria was looking more and more anxious.
‘That was fine. I know Andrew loves his wife, but above that he’s always been there for me, no matter what. Gloria is his woman, his soulmate, but together me and him… we’re an unbreakable team.’ Muampa paused for the sporadic whoops and claps. ‘Loyalty. He’s shown loyalty to me, as I have to him. We’ve had ups, and many downs, but we’ve always come through side by side. And we’ll still be side by side when we see this journey through in January.’
Samuels suddenly got to his feet, glass in hand. ‘To Chima and Andrew,’ he said. ‘And to loyalty.’
Another impromptu toast. Samuels took his seat again. It was fitting that he’d chosen that moment, as Muampa had been about to turn his attention to him anyway.
‘Thank you,’ Muampa said. He looked across the table and smiled, as though fondly reminiscing about something. ‘Who remembers the South Africa World Cup?’
Nods and cheers once more.
‘Wasn’t that a glorious time, to have the biggest spectacle on earth taking place on our continent? I was just a young man back then. Do you remember, Andrew?’
‘If only Chabon had a good team!’ someone shouted. Muampa didn’t look to see who.
‘But we were so close. One game away from taking part in the World Cup.’
Ndidi calmly nodded.
‘There was a player on our team, you must all remember him,’ Muampa said. ‘Djiboli. He was from our village. I remember the day the scouts came. Sixteen years old and he was given a contract to play in England. His family were rich in that instant.’ He clicked his fingers to emphasise the point. ‘They moved to a nice apartment in the city. He was our nation’s greatest hope.’
Now when Muampa looked around the group he saw the faces had soured.
‘He should have been our best-ever player. Instead, he forgot who he was. You know he turned up back in our village a few years later. Gold watches, gold chains, trainers worth more than most people we knew would make in a month. Yes, he bought his parents a nice apartment in Kilpassa, but what did he ever do for the rest of our village?’
‘Nothing,’ Ndidi said with obvious bitterness.
‘Which is why on that trip home he was attacked.’ Muampa put his hand to his heart. ‘And this had nothing to do with me, I can assure you. He was attacked by men in our village, angry with how he’d betrayed us all. Both of his legs were broken that day. A very deliberate statement was made. He never played in England again. You know why it happened?’ Muampa let that one dangle, though everyone knew the answer. ‘He forgot who he was, and where he came from. He forgot about his own people. Our people.’
Now Muampa set a hard glare on Samuels’s wife, much to her obvious discomfort. ‘We should never forget our own people. Isn’t that right, Ode?’
Now everyone turned to her. Confusion on a lot of faces, but also distaste.
‘What is this?’ Samuels asked, jumping up to his wife’s defence. Muampa really wished his head of security hadn’t.
‘Tell him, Ode.’
‘I… I don’t know what you mean,’ she said, unable to hold Muampa’s eye.
‘Then let me help you along.’ Muampa fished into his pocket and took out a phone. He held it up. ‘You recognise this?’
She looked to her husband for reassurance but his face was now as hard as Muampa’s.
‘Do you?’ Muampa asked.
‘No.’
‘This is your phone, isn’t it?’
Silence.
‘Your other phone, I should say. The one you’ve been using to contact your half brother.’
Samuels clenched his fists and glared down at his wife, whose eyes welled with tears.
‘Tell him, Ode. Tell your husband what you’ve been discussing with that filth.’
Samuels was now fuming, his chest rising and falling. ‘Tell me!’ he yelled when his wife didn’t answer. She wouldn’t take her eyes off the plate in front of her.
Samuels raised his hand and slapped her hard across the face. One or two of the other women groaned in sympathy, though no one would come to her rescue.
‘I can read some of this out, if you like,’ Muampa said, looking round the table.
Samuels switched his focus to his boss. ‘No,’ he said. ‘That won’t be necessary. Just tell me what you want me to do.’
Muampa nodded. ‘Very good. This is what I’ve been talking about, everyone. Loyalty.’ He set his gaze on Samuels who had a fiery determination plastered on his face. ‘You know what you have to do.’
Samuels said nothing to Muampa’s words. He understood.
‘Do it,’ Muampa said. ‘Do it now.’
‘No, no, please!’ Ode begged, looking up to her husband and holding her hands together in prayer. ‘I can explain.’
She wasn’t given the opportunity. Samuels grabbed her wrist and dragged her up off the chair. The kids playing in the background had stopped their game of football to stare over at the commotion. There were gasps from some of the guests. But Muampa wanted everyone to see this. Everyone had to know the importance of today’s lesson.
With Ode continuing to beg and cry, Samuels dragged her away from the table, his strength fearsome, her heels scraping on the ground, unable to stop him. All heads turned to Samuels as he took her to the side of the house, around the corner and out of sight.
But not out of earshot.
Her screams and pleas echoed across the compound grounds for a few seconds more…
Then a single gunshot.
Followed by silence.
Everyone at the table froze.
Moments later, head down, Samuels came back into view. Muampa turned back to the table, looking each of his guests over. There was shock, horror, but also affirmation. Ndidi was one of the few people holding Muampa’s eye, and was nodding resolutely. In the distance, the kids were still staring.
‘Get back to your game, boys and girls,’ Muampa shouted jovially. ‘Ice cream in ten minutes.’
The kids looked unsure, but slowly turned and half-heartedly returned to their game.
Samuels skulked back over. He looked shocked, his features drained. As he put his hand to his seat, Muampa raised his glass once again.
‘To loyalty,’ he said.
‘To loyalty,’ came the chorus of replies, not quite as joyous as a few minutes before.






CHAPTER TEN


‘There it is,’ Moreno said, her tone as hard as her face, as they came over the top of a rolling hill to see the back of Vinatieri’s cabin in the distance, across the yellowed fields.
Ryker grunted in acknowledgment. In total they’d spent three nights out in the jungles and the plains of the Kalahari. Three nights was what Vinatieri had originally intimated to them when they’d jumped out of the helicopter, but by Ryker’s reckoning, given their pace and the number of hours a day they’d been on foot, they’d travelled far further than the sixty miles Vinatieri had mentioned back then.
They’d had no sight of Lewis and Halstead at all during their journey. Were they already back at the ranch? If not, would they make it back at all?
The answer to that one was wide open, as far as Ryker was concerned. He and Moreno had experienced it all on their journey; freezing nights, scorching days, dehydration, poisonous snakes, big cats, potentially deadly encounters with local tribes. Guile and luck had seen them through with nothing but a few scrapes and bruises, but there’d been plenty of moments which had teetered ever so close to tragedy.
‘I don’t see the others,’ Moreno said as they neared the training area.
‘No,’ Ryker said.
But a couple of moments later, the back door to the cabin opened and a figure walked out. Even from a few hundred yards away, it was unmistakably Vinatieri.
He casually plonked himself onto a deckchair in the yard. He took a glass from the table next to him and sipped.
‘Bastard,’ Moreno said. Ryker looked at her. Her fists were clenched, her eyes pinched. She was seething. ‘He’s been sunning himself and drinking G and T while we’ve been fighting for our lives.’
‘G and T? Is that just what you hope he’s got for us?’ A slight smile from Moreno but her anger remained. ‘We made it through. Just be thankful for that.’
‘Do you never get mad? Does nothing phase you?’
‘I pick my moments.’
Moreno tutted. Ryker wasn’t sure why.
As they approached, Vinatieri didn’t budge from his chair. Just carried on sitting there, sipping away.
‘He must see us,’ Moreno said.
‘Of course he does. And my bet is he’s trying for a reaction. It’s up to you whether you give him what he wants.’
Moreno said nothing to that. Not long after they reached the perimeter fence and they both jumped over into the yard.
‘Welcome back, kids,’ Vinatieri shouted out, still staying in his seat. ‘Good trip?’
‘I’ve had worse,’ Ryker said. Which was true.
‘You’ll have to tell me about it some time.’
‘You smug piece of shit–’ Moreno started but Ryker held his arm out to stop her rant in its tracks. Vinatieri looked amused, nonetheless.
‘Did you enjoy the sights this country has to offer?’
‘Not as much as I’d enjoy the sight of you with my boot stuck down your throat,’ Moreno growled.
Vinatieri laughed. ‘You’ve got to love a bit of feistiness.’ He got to his feet.
‘Lewis and Halstead?’ Ryker said.
‘Beat you to it. Got back about four hours ago. They’re both inside resting.’
Ryker looked to Moreno. She seemed disappointed about that.
‘Don’t worry,’ Vinatieri said. ‘You had an extra fifteen miles on them. I thought you two would appreciate the added time together.’
Moreno opened her mouth to speak but thought better of it this time. Vinatieri nodded, as though impressed that she’d held back for once.
‘I’ll go and get the others. You can swap campfire stories.’
He turned to walk back to the cabin.
Ryker and Moreno headed over to the table where a jug of water with ice and lemon was set, a cloth over the top to help shield it from both the sun and the flies. There were only two glasses. Both looked used, but Ryker and Moreno couldn’t care less and were soon chugging away.
‘All right lovebirds,’ Lewis hollered as he stepped out into the sunshine. He was dressed in a T-shirt and khaki shorts that showed off his tree trunk arms and legs. Together with his sunglasses he looked like he was on a beach holiday. He was surprisingly happy. ‘Thought you two had stopped off at the nearest B&B for a bit more time together.’
‘Yeah, we did,’ Moreno responded. ‘If Ryker wasn’t so quick we’d still be there.’
Lewis guffawed just as Halstead came out, looking more weary than his companion.
‘Moreno was just saying how much she enjoyed spooning with Ryker under the stars,’ Lewis said.
‘Not half as much as you two did,’ Moreno responded. ‘I can still see the dent in Halstead’s back from your rock-hard co–’
‘Cut the crap,’ Vinatieri said with a huff, coming back outside.
Moreno smirked as she saw the look of unease sweep across Lewis and Halstead’s faces.
They have nothing to be ashamed about, though, Ryker thought. It would have been plain dumb for the two of them to not have used each other’s bodies to stay warm in the desert at night, however embarrassing the act could be made out to be now they were back safe and sound.
‘Talk over what you’ve been through, but no need for bullshit. Hopefully you’ve each learned something these last few days. Get yourselves rehydrated, I’ll cook for you tonight. It may be your last one here.’
Questioning looks from Ryker and Moreno but Vinatieri didn’t elaborate. He fixed his eyes on Ryker. ‘Before you do anything else, though, I’ve been getting non-stop calls from England for you, Ryker. Better check back in before they send the cavalry.’
Ryker felt the gazes of the others burning into him but he didn’t look and didn’t say anything.
After another glass of water, he and Moreno headed inside to their rooms. Ryker had a quick look around. All of his things were neat and in place, phone included. Had Vinatieri been snooping at all? There was no indication he had, but he was clearly a sneaky one.
There were dozens of missed calls and messages on Ryker’s phone. All from Winter.
Through the thin bedroom wall he heard a creaking tap being turned before the sound of gushing water. He imagined Moreno on the other side, getting ready for the shower.
He pushed those thoughts quickly away.
He badly needed to shower too. But first this.
‘About bloody time,’ Winter said, sounding angry and harassed.
‘Sorry, they don’t have reception in the desert.’
‘Vinny explained where you were. Not your fault, or his, but we’re making a change to the plans.’
Ryker didn’t like the sound of that. After three days out in the sticks he’d hoped for rest and recuperation, but he could already tell from the way Winter was talking that he was unlikely to get that now.
‘Yeah?’
‘You’re all heading to Chabon tomorrow.’
‘Tomorrow? But–’
‘I know you’re not a fan of taking orders, but this is where you’re at. You agreed to come back. You agreed to my terms.’
‘I’m not sure I’d go that far.’
‘Well I would. This mission is fluid, Ryker. I always said that to you. It’s not ideal, but the situation in Chabon is heating up. You’re needed there straight away.’
‘Got it. But why are you telling me, not Lewis?’
‘He already knows. Lewis is in charge of your team out there, but you’re still my man.’
Winter paused for a few moments as if contemplating what he wanted to say. ‘I need to add something else to your itinerary.’
‘Just mine?’
‘Just yours. Remember our conversation in London?’
‘I do.’
‘Then you’ll know there’s still a lot I don’t like about this mission.’
Ryker looked round, to the door to his room. Closed. He didn’t like this conversation. Didn’t like it whenever Winter spoke like this. ‘Which was why you asked for my help, wasn’t it?’ Ryker said.
‘It was.’
‘So what gives?’
‘When you’re on the ground, you need to find out what’s really going on in Chabon. Who’s on who’s side. And, most importantly, whether anyone’s not playing ball with us.’
‘Us?’
‘The UK. I’ve a feeling I’m not being told everything I should be about Benyu and his dealings with our government. You need to find out what’s really going on.’
‘I know this already,’ said Ryker
‘I’m just emphasising the point. I’ve also been told there’s likely at least one mole in Benyu’s ranks. That could lead to serious fallout both in Chabon and here if events go south.’
Ryker processed the words.
‘Did you hear me?’
‘Yeah. I got it. What can you tell me?’
‘Absolutely nothing. Just that the mole exists. Find out who it is and what they’re up to.’
‘How?’
‘Use your imagination, Ryker. This is your area, not mine. Just make sure you keep your nose clean, as far as you can. And just you. Not a word to anyone else. Understood?’
‘I understand.’
‘Good. I’ll speak to you when you’re in location.’
The phone line went dead. Ryker stared at the device in his hand for a few seconds as he thought over Winter’s words.
Next door the sound of running water stopped.
A floorboard creaked outside Ryker’s room.
He shot up from the bed and headed to the door. He opened it to see Lewis walking away down the hall. He turned to glare at Ryker, a sour look on his face. ‘All good?’ he asked.
‘Why wouldn’t it be?’
‘That your boss hounding you?’
‘Yeah.’
‘Anything to tell me about it?’
‘Just that we’re shipping off tomorrow.’
‘So I heard. That was it?’ Lewis asked.
‘That was it.’
‘Odd that there was such urgency to tell you something I already knew.’
Ryker shrugged. ‘You knew. I didn’t.’
Lewis just huffed then turned and carried on to his room. Ryker closed the door, Winter’s words still swimming in his mind.






CHAPTER ELEVEN


Despite Winter’s urgency – or was it the urgency of the people he reported to? – to get Ryker and the others to Chabon, the first three days in the country passed by in a blur of nothingness.
The official line was that the foursome were freelance security personnel being paid by Cathcart plc, a UK-based security company whose contractors were largely ex-military. Ryker had come across plenty of such types in his long career: men and women, who’d left the armed forces but couldn’t quite pull themselves away from a life of danger, so opted to travel to the least salubrious parts of the world as armed security guards for whoever needed their services, often for not insubstantial amounts of money, given the risks involved.
In general he had no problem with the people who chose this job, though he did sometimes question whether they had the right temperament for such roles given their often gung-ho natures.
With no need for cover identities, Ryker’s and the others’ paperwork was all official, albeit with fast-tracked visas. Only one person within Cathcart plc knew of the involvement of the British government in the four being assigned to Chabon, where Cathcart already had a ten-strong team on the ground, providing everyday security for president Benyu and others in the top echelons of the fragile Chabon government.
It was now time to get the job done. The four were there to help protect Benyu and his cronies from the threat of a growing rebel faction, while simultaneously feeding intel back to the British government on the inner workings of Benyu’s regime, which was at least in theory supported by the UK government, but likely only so far as it benefited them.
Ryker also had the additional mission of finding a mole, and potential enemy of the UK, in the midst.
‘You still with us,’ Moreno asked.
Ryker snapped out of his thoughts. He glanced to Moreno in the passenger seat next to him. ‘Yeah,’ he said.
‘So today’s the day,’ she said.
‘The day?’
‘We get to meet the king himself.’
‘Benyu’s no king.’
A huff from Moreno. ‘Seems to think he is, from what I’ve heard. I mean, look at this place…’ Moreno gazed out of her window at the ramshackle huts used as residences not a mile from the main commercial centre of Kilpassa. ‘Wanna bet Benyu has an ever so slightly nicer pad than these?’
Ryker didn’t respond to that. No doubt she was right, but that fact alone wouldn’t make Ryker dislike the man. The world over it was the rich and powerful who were in control. Perhaps in many cases such people hadn’t made themselves rich by turning an army against an incumbent government and taking control by force, before changing the country’s legal constitution to install themselves as unrivalled president. But still… Ryker wouldn’t tar every person of power and authority with the same brush, and would reserve full judgement until he’d met the man.
They carried on along the pristine dual carriageway, circumventing the city, before eventually turning off and heading east. Not long after, the city may well have been a distant memory as they shot along a dirt road, little by way of civilisation in sight. New territory for them both, although they’d spent time in the hotel the previous evening looking at maps and satellite imagery to ensure they understood the basic lay of the land.
Ten minutes later they arrived outside tall wrought-iron gates that connected either side to a bright white-painted perimeter wall.
Ryker wound down the window of the Mitsubishi Shogun and pressed on the intercom.
‘Yes?’ came a male voice through the tinny speaker.
‘James Ryker and Sam Moreno from the security team.’
‘Wait there.’
The intercom clicked off. Ryker looked to Moreno and shrugged. A few seconds later a much smaller side gate opened and a man in green military uniform and a dark green beret stepped out, an AK-47 assault rifle over his shoulder, a clipboard in his hand. He walked up to Ryker’s window, something close to a snarl on his face, his skin glistening with a film of sweat. ‘Your papers please.’
Moreno passed them over and Ryker took them and handed them to the man without once breaking eye contact. Passports, driving licences and ID cards issued from Cathcart. The guard scanned the documents and compared them to the list on the clipboard he was holding.
He handed the items back then turned and shouted, ‘Open the gates!’
A moment later the electronic double gates whirred to life and slowly swung open.
‘Park up by the main entrance. He’s nearly ready.’ With that the guard turned and stomped off. Beyond the opening gates, the gardens were visible. Two more armed military men stood by the side of the gravel drive that led up to a white rendered Mediterranean-style villa. The place could have been a billionaire’s home in any luxury destination in the world. It fitted its location in Chabon like a penguin on Mars.
‘What did I tell you?’ Moreno said.
Ryker said nothing. He put the Shogun into gear and slowly drove through. He ignored the stares of the two military men as he headed for the turning circle in front of the villa, the walls of which were covered in purple blossoming bougainvillea.
‘Does make you wonder, though,’ Moreno said. ‘Isn’t he supposed to be the democratically elected leader now?’
‘Supposed to be.’
‘Then what’s with the military as his personal home guard?’
‘Fair point.’
‘And why bother using us at all?’
‘By “us” you mean Cathcart?’
‘Exactly.’
‘It’s all about appearance, would be my guess. He’s trying to legitimise himself by having a plain-clothed security team. Like the Secret Service. Distancing himself from his military roots. Like you said, this is supposed to be a democracy now.’
‘Then why not just use locals for his plain-clothed protection team?’
Ryker thought about that one as he rolled the Shogun to a stop, just as the main doors to the villa – solid oak with a huge lion-head knocker – were opened by another guard in green fatigues. Behind him was a man in a tight-fitting navy-blue suit. Tall, clean shaven, with a shining bald head and aviator sunglasses covering his eyes. He walked tall, shoulders back, chest out. As confident a man as you could imagine. He looked the part.
‘Why don’t we ask him?’ Ryker said.
Ryker opened his door and stepped out. He took just a couple of seconds to do a threat assessment. Unless one of Benyu’s own army men was about to turn on them, there was nothing to worry about here.
As Benyu approached, Ryker stepped forward. ‘Good morning, sir,’ Ryker said, extending his hand.
Benyu beamed a smile and shook Ryker’s hand. ‘Good morning to you too, sir,’ he said. ‘Pleasure to have you on the team.’
Ryker was a little taken aback by his friendliness. It wasn’t what he’d expected at all.
‘Where to?’ Ryker asked after some brief introductions.
‘You can take me and my good friend, Sunny, to the city. Parliament Square.’
‘Of course,’ Ryker said with a little nod, as a sour-faced man in a grey suit carrying a hefty briefcase stepped out of the villa and shut the front door behind him.
Benyu looked over. ‘I think his momma had a sense of humour because Sunny’s a miserable bastard.’ He slapped Ryker on the shoulder and Ryker forced a smile.
‘Let’s go,’ Benyu said, moving for the Shogun. ‘You can tell me all about your life on the way.’
Which wasn’t far wrong. On the journey to the city it became clear to Ryker that Benyu certainly wasn’t shy when it came to asking questions. The manner in which he did it, with an ever-present smile and a good deal of flattery, was quite expert in nature. Of course, Ryker knew what he was doing. Benyu was prying. Prying, but in a manner designed to appear anything but. Within ten minutes of their journey Ryker had already decided exactly what Benyu was – a master manipulator. Albeit a very happy and friendly one who made those around him feel at ease.
Ryker had to admit he was thrown by that. He knew the British government supported Benyu, which was why Ryker and Moreno and the others were there in the first place. But he’d also heard about the supposed other side of Benyu. The violent side. The atrocities committed by him and his army, not just in their coup, but thereafter. Ryker was having a hard time believing any of those stories right now, though he’d keep an open mind.
Sunny, on the other hand… he barely said a word during the journey. Just sat there with a scowl on his face, giving Ryker the eye whenever Ryker looked into the rear-view mirror. His official title was vice president, to Benyu’s president. Sunny had been a general in the army. In fact, all but one of Benyu’s top cabinet remained ex-army, close to ten years after the coup. So much for democracy.
‘Miss Moreno, I saw on your details you were in the British armed forces,’ Benyu said.
Ryker kept his eyes on the road ahead. They were back on the new dual carriageway once again, the roar of rubber much quieter now than on the poor-quality surfaces they’d just come from, and affording them the chance to speak rather than shout at each other. The cluster of tall buildings marking the inner city of Kilpassa was now visible in the near distance.
‘Four years,’ Moreno said.
‘Not long.’
‘Long enough.’
‘Where did you tour?’
‘Afghanistan. Two times.’
‘Never Africa?’
‘Other than for training, this is my first time.’
‘I hope you’ll like it in Kilpassa,’ said the president. ‘It may not be London but we’re trying our best.’
‘I can see already that it’s a whole heap better than Afghanistan.’
‘I can assure you it is, although we do have our own problems here.’
‘Everywhere has problems,’ Ryker said.
‘Indeed. And what about you? I saw on your CV that, unlike most of Cathcart’s personnel, you have no military experience?’
‘I wouldn’t quite say that,’ Ryker said. ‘I trained with the military plenty, including with the SAS. I just never actively served.’
Benyu laughed. ‘I see. You can’t tell me or you’ll have to kill me, that sort of thing?’
‘Not exactly. Let’s just say I’m abundantly experienced for this role.’
‘I have no doubt. I’m paying for the best, after all.’
Ryker said nothing to that.
Following the Shogun’s satnav it wasn’t long before they arrived outside a set of black metal gates that separated the parliament complex beyond from the general public. They were soon waved through onto a tidy street with wide pavements and Victorian-style lamp posts, the columned entrance to Chabon’s main parliament building – a sprawling four-storey stone structure that wouldn’t have looked out of place on the banks of the Thames – in front of them.
‘Nice, eh?’ Benyu said. ‘We have plenty to be thankful to the British for in our country. If only my predecessors had seen that. But, one day, we’ll get back to where we should be.’
‘One day,’ Sunny grunted. The first words he’d spoken for some time.
‘Pull up in front of the steps,’ Benyu said.
Ryker could see two plain-clothed guards already there on the outside of the parliament building, busily scanning the cordoned off street. Cathcart men, undoubtedly, though Ryker hadn’t met them yet.
He stopped the Shogun and shut the engine down.
‘I want you to come inside,’ Benyu said. ‘We’re meeting with some British businessmen today and we may be some time. It’ll be good for you to get a feel for the place.’
Ryker and Moreno both nodded and stepped out. A quick scan, then Ryker opened the door for Benyu, Moreno for Sunny. Soon the four of them were walking up the steps to the glazed entrance doors. Beyond that blue uniformed security guards, and a metal detector. The smile remained on Benyu’s face as he emptied his pockets before he walked through and a guard on the other side of the detector wafted a wand over his body. All clear.
Sunny went next. Then Ryker. He too emptied his pockets and took out the Glock handgun, placing it into the little plastic tray with his phone, wallet, sunglasses and car keys.
He stepped through. No beep. That was good. The guard nonetheless used the wand. He got the same result as with Benyu and Sunny.
Ryker stepped over to the conveyor belt as he waited for his things to pass through. Out of the corner of his eye he could see Moreno getting ready. She too came through the detector fine, but she too got the wand treatment. As Ryker picked up his things he noticed the guard seeing to Moreno was standing not even a step behind him. Ryker turned and accidentally on purpose stumbled into the guard.
‘So sorry,’ Ryker said. The guard jerked back, holding the wand at the ready like it was a weapon. Hands in the air, palms open, Ryker did his best to look sorry and embarrassed. ‘My fault. I didn’t see you behind me.’
The guard grunted and turned and finished off scanning Moreno. A minute later they were all clear.
‘Are we all set?’ Benyu asked.
Ryker nodded and caught Moreno’s eye as they headed off. He hadn’t known her long, but he thought he saw a hint of suspicion on her face.
Did she know?
‘We’re on the top floor today,’ Benyu said, indicating the sweeping marble staircase across the far side of the atrium.
‘I’ll lead,’ Moreno said, taking up position at the front.
Benyu and Sunny followed behind her, side by side, Ryker at the rear. He glanced over his shoulder. The guards at the detector were busy doing their thing still, oblivious. Hopefully they had a long way to go on their shifts and would be stuck there a while.
As he moved for the stairs, Ryker’s hand brushed across his pocket, feeling the guard’s key card he’d just ‘acquired’. Now he just needed the opportunity to use it.






CHAPTER TWELVE


Despite the grand exterior and entrance to the parliament building, the upper floors were as bland and functional as any corporate office space Ryker had seen. Remaining at the rear, Ryker followed on until they finally came to a set of double doors marked as ‘Conference Room Four’. Moreno stopped at the door and turned to Benyu.
‘You can both wait outside,’ Benyu said as the rest of them came to a stop too. ‘The meeting may take us beyond lunch but there’s a canteen on the ground floor. We’ll be fine, as long as one of you stays here at all times.’
Moreno and Ryker nodded. Benyu was clearly a man used to dictating his own security arrangements. Under other circumstances Ryker might have recommended a different plan, but for now he was where he wanted to be and wouldn’t argue. Moreno turned, knocked, then opened the left-hand door to the conference room. She stuck her head in before stepping to the side to let Benyu and Sunny pass.
Ryker craned his neck to glance inside. He saw the large oval meeting table in the middle of the wood-panelled room. Four men and one woman were already seated and waiting. The door was closed from the inside by an unseen figure.
Moreno looked to Ryker. Gave him a questioning look. ‘So what was that about?’ she asked.
‘What?’
‘Downstairs. You and the guard.’
‘He got in my way.’
‘You’re sure that’s all it was?’
Ryker shrugged.
Moreno sighed. ‘Don’t forget where I came from. I know you’re not MI6, because if you were, I’d have been told. But I do know you’ve got the ear of someone important back at home. And I know there must be more to our job out here than being glorified chauffeurs.’
Ryker said nothing as he held Moreno’s eye.
‘That’s fine,’ she said. ‘We all have our secrets. But let me make this very clear to you. Carry on with whatever hidden agenda you’ve got, but if I think you’re going to compromise me in any way, you’re done for.’
‘I’ll take your word for that.’
Moreno glared at Ryker for a few seconds more. ‘I’m going for a coffee.’ She stomped off.
When she was out of sight Ryker looked around the corridor. There were two CCTV cameras he could see, but he could tell that the corner next to the double doors for conference room four and immediately below one of the cameras was a black spot.
Ryker moved into that spot. He fished in his trousers for the guard’s key card. There was no telling exactly which doors the card would grant access to. Ryker would find out soon enough.
As he waited for Moreno to return, Ryker intermittently pushed his ear up against the partition wall for the meeting room. He could hear muffled voices the other side but couldn’t make out any words. It all sounded low key enough. No arguing or shouting or any indication of anything untoward.
By the time Moreno returned, Ryker had taken a seat at one of two plain chairs arranged around a small round table by the closed doors, and was idly twiddling his thumbs.
‘Literally getting paid to sit on my backside doing nothing,’ Ryker said to her, sounding as bored as he was.
She folded her arms and looked down at him. ‘You’d rather be outside taking gunfire from a bunch of unknown hostiles?’
He thought about that one for a few moments. Strangely, he wanted to answer yes.
‘The canteen’s pretty good,’ she said. ‘Why don’t you go down?’
Something in the way she said it made Ryker hesitate. Was there a reason she was keen for him to clear off? No, that was just him reading something into a tedious situation. There was no action here. Time to make some for himself.
He got to his feet. ‘I’ll be back,’ he said in his best Arnie impression, before winking at her.
She tried to hold back a smile. ‘Hasta la vista.’
‘You forgot baby.’
Now the smile broke out. Ryker reciprocated then turned on his heel. He took the stairs down to the second floor. On the way up he’d paid close attention to the directional plaques fixed to the walls. He knew exactly what he was looking for, but as of yet he’d seen no signs for it. He headed left, through an unlocked set of double doors and onto a corridor much the same as above. The fact the outer doors hadn’t needed the security card suggested this probably wasn’t the area he was looking for. He kept his head down as he walked. He knew there was CCTV here too, but he was only mooching and could easily explain that he’d got lost if it came to that.
Sure enough, after just a few yards, it was clear that the area contained nothing but basic admin offices.
Ryker turned back and headed across the other side of the stairs. This time the doors were locked. He pressed the key card against a small pad next to the doors and heard the magnets release. As he pushed open the doors he quickly looked around. No one in sight. He stepped through. Once again he was walking along a corridor with closed doors all around, except this one was already quite different. The carpet underneath was plush, the walls had textured and patterned wallpaper and displayed framed works of art. The doors to the offices and rooms were far smarter too. These were private offices. For Benyu and the other top brass, most likely. Not a bad place to spend some time snooping, but it wasn’t what Ryker was looking for today.
As he spotted the shadow of someone up ahead, coming from around an unseen corner, he turned and quickly retreated. He didn’t look back at all until he’d opened the doors at the end of the corridor. He saw the smartly dressed woman, files in hand, heading in his direction, about twenty yards behind. She wasn’t paying him any attention. He slipped out, and moved down the stairs again.
On the first floor the doors beneath the executive suites were similarly locked. This time, though, when he unlocked them and walked through, there was none of the glamour of upstairs. Just another plain old corridor. Linoleum floor. Magnolia walls. So why was this area locked?
Ryker slowly walked along. There were fewer doors here too, the spaces beyond bigger.
He moved up to the first closed door. No plaque or other identification of what lay beyond. He carried on. The next closed door did have a sign. ICT. Which he presumed was short for ‘information and communications technology’. If that was their office beyond, then the previous room was possibly exactly what he was looking for.
Ryker was about to turn round again when the door in front of him swung open to reveal a young bearded man. He looked shocked to see Ryker standing there.
‘Can I help you?’ he said, a European lilt to his English. His face was screwed up. Not suspicion, more anxiousness.
‘Sorry. I was looking for the canteen. My first day.’
The guy looked to Ryker’s side. The security card was in his hand, his thumb obscuring the photo of the guard just enough.
‘You’re on the wrong floor. It’s downstairs. You know there are signposts?’
‘Yeah. This place is like a maze, though. I’m sure I’ll get used to it.’
Enough chit-chat. Ryker turned and strode off, heading for the outer doors, aware that the man was padding behind him. Outside, Ryker moved for the stairs. He was four down when he glanced back up to see the man heading across to the opposite corridor. He gave Ryker another curious glance but then disappeared from sight.
Ryker stopped and waited a couple of seconds.
Coast clear, he turned and quickly moved back up and in through the double doors. He stopped by the first closed door on the corridor. There was a security pad next to it. He held the key card up. Heard the locks release. He pushed open the door, and a waft of cooled air escaped. He stepped inside the darkened room and quietly closed the door behind him, then reached to his side and flipped the switch. Overhead strip lights crackled to life, bathing the room beyond, which hummed with machinery, in white light.
Ryker glanced over the numerous server terminals. He smiled as he dug in his pocket for the plastic object, the size and shape of a small mobile phone. He took it out, unclasped the lock and lifted the thickened lid of the specially-designed plastic case that rebuffed the magnetic field of most standard metal detectors. He took out the thumb drive inside. Then headed over to the first server.






CHAPTER THIRTEEN


It was nearly 3pm by the time Ryker pulled the Shogun away from the Chabon parliament building, Benyu and Sunny in the back, Moreno by his side.
In Ryker’s pocket the thumb drive was safely back in place, though having quietly downloaded data from the government’s servers for the best part of four hours, it hopefully now contained reams of data – email included – that could be useful in identifying any moles within Benyu’s midst. From the continuing suspicious looks Ryker was getting from Moreno, it was clear she knew he was up to something. He was interested to see if she would break her silence and directly question him or not.
Benyu had come out of the hours-long meeting with a far less cheery face than earlier in the day, albeit still less sour than Sunny’s.
‘How did the meeting go?’ Ryker asked, glancing at Benyu in the rear-view mirror as they exited the gates for the parliament complex.
Benyu shifted his gaze from the window and took a moment to compose himself, a sliver of brightness and warmth returning to his face. If nothing else, the guy was a good actor.
‘We tried our hardest. We tried to be fair. But sometimes people just don’t know what’s good for them. Greed knows no bounds.’
‘I’ve no doubt you’re right about that,’ Ryker said.
Sunny huffed.
As he drove along, Ryker kept flitting his eyes between the road ahead and Benyu. Something was bugging him, that much was clear. ‘Who were you meeting with?’ Ryker asked.
He could feel Moreno’s eyes burning into him now – willing him to stop prying or to carry on? Ryker didn’t care much either way.
‘Why are you asking?’ Benyu said.
Ryker shrugged. ‘Just interested.’
‘Why don’t you just drive,’ Sunny said. ‘If we need your advice on international trade we’ll ask.’
Ryker took that as his cue to stop asking questions. For now. Though he realised Benyu was still eyeing him up. Clearly, he was intrigued by his new security guard.
Ryker pulled the car to a stop behind a queue of others, approaching a multi-lane junction that would eventually take them onto the trunk road for the A4 dual carriageway out of the city. The red lights of the junction up ahead were some twenty cars away.
‘What’s with this traffic?’ Moreno asked when the lights went from red to green and back to red with no movement from the cars ahead.
‘This is Kilpassa,’ Sunny grumbled. ‘It wasn’t built for cars.’
Ryker again caught Benyu’s eye. ‘What do you know about my history?’ Benyu asked.
Ryker knew plenty, but he couldn’t possibly answer that question succinctly, or even truthfully.
‘Just what you’ve heard in the papers and on the TV in the UK no doubt.’
‘Pretty much,’ Ryker said.
‘You shouldn’t believe everything you’re told. This country was a mess before we took back control for our people.’
Ryker looked outside at the ramshackle buildings – made of breeze blocks and mottled concrete, mostly – that comprised offices and hotels and shops and restaurants. If this was better than the mess Benyu had inherited, then how bad was it before?
‘And of course people died in the conflict, and they have since. That was unavoidable. But we have always strived for a better Chabon. A country that we can be proud of. A jewel in Africa that the whole continent can look up to. We have the natural resources here, the climate, the strength in numbers. All this country needs is guidance and good governance.’
‘You don’t need to convince me,’ Ryker said.
‘Perhaps not. But coming back to my point, you probably think of me as some poorly-educated military commander who took an opportunity to seize power to satisfy my own ego. To empower and enrich myself and those close to me.’
This kind of hit the nail on the head for Ryker, though he didn’t say it.
‘But you know what?’ said Benyu. ‘Even if that were partly true, the politicians in your country, and nearly every prosperous Western country, are far, far worse than you could imagine me to be. They’re dealing with wealth beyond our comprehension. Yet what do they do? They squeeze the little man all the time. Not just at home, but abroad too. Everyone is fair game to them. Take, take, take. The only time they ever want something from anyone is if it will line their own pockets or put them further up their own career ladder.’
Again, Ryker could kind of agree. He’d never gotten along with those in politics much, wherever in the world they were.
‘So when you ask about today’s meeting, just think about that,’ Benyu said. ‘In Chabon I’m important, but today I was the little man. Those people we met with, they were there only to enrich themselves at our expense. They want to extort and humiliate us. They want to drain this country of everything it’s worth and give pennies in return. But I won’t let them.’
Now the cogs in Ryker’s mind were whirring. That was certainly fighting talk from Benyu, and it was also at odds with how the president had been portrayed to Ryker. He’d thought Benyu was exactly the type to see himself richer and more powerful at the expense of the general public of Chabon. But was it really the Western powers who were hell-bent on exploiting the poor country despite Benyu’s best efforts?
Benyu opened his mouth to speak again but then Moreno’s and Ryker’s radios crackled to life. Moreno lifted the handset up to her ear and listened. She frowned.
‘Got it,’ she said. ‘We’ll wait for you.’
She turned to Benyu. ‘That was Brett Lewis, our team leader. Apparently the traffic is because of a protest taking place outside George Square. We’ll find another way out of the city. They’re sending a police escort to help us.’
Ryker glanced again at Benyu and saw he was looking hesitant all of a sudden.
‘What’s the protest?’ Ryker asked.
Moreno went back to the radio. Listened intently to the response. ‘Lewis doesn’t know the full details,’ she said when she’d finished. ‘Supporters of Chima Muampa were celebrating in the streets. The killing of a government spy or something. But then loyalists turned up and it’s descended into a free-for-all. The police are trying to regain order but the numbers in the mix are still growing.’
Ryker locked eyes with Benyu again. He looked jittery. At the mention of the death of a government spy, or because of the fracas that was following?
Sunny leaned over and whispered into the ear of his leader who nodded solemnly.
‘It’ll be fine,’ Ryker said. ‘We’ll get you home in no time.’
Not five minutes later, with the traffic ahead still at a standstill, Ryker saw flashing blue lights in his mirrors. The police cars were hurtling up the wrong side of the road, sirens blazing.
‘Way to go keeping a low profile,’ Ryker said.
‘It’s them,’ Benyu said, turning round in his seat. ‘Come on, swing this thing around.’
Ryker didn’t make any attempt to do so. He picked up his radio.
‘Lewis, you there?’
‘Go for it.’
‘Give me an ID on the two cars coming for us.’
‘Give me a sec.’
The line went silent. The two police cars pulled up alongside, and the passenger inside the first one waved frantically at Ryker for him to get moving. Lewis came back onto the line with the registrations of both police vehicles.
‘Come on, what are you waiting for!’ Sunny shouted angrily.
Ryker ignored him and peered out of his window. The registrations checked out. He picked up the radio again, and caught Moreno’s eye as he did so. She was giving him a come the hell on look, but he wouldn’t take chances.
‘Patch me into them. I want to know I’m speaking to the right people. I want to see them give me the authorisation code.’
Lewis sighed, as did Benyu and Sunny.
‘We need to go,’ Sunny said.
‘We will. When I’m sure these guys are legit.’
‘They’re the police, they’re on our side.’
Ryker ignored the comment. He looked away from the increasingly angry police officer in the car. Up ahead car horns blared.
‘What’s going on?’ Benyu asked more nervously.
‘Just stay calm,’ Ryker said. ‘We’re all safe in here.’
Outside, one of the police officers stepped from his car. Hand on the gun on his hip he cautiously walked up to Ryker’s window and tapped with his knuckles.
‘You need to follow us,’ he shouted. ‘Now.’
Ryker ignored him.
‘What the hell are you doing, you idiot!’ Sunny shouted again.
‘Please,’ Moreno said to him. ‘Just trust us. We’re here to keep you safe.’
Sunny turned to Benyu. ‘This is the last time we use these clowns.’
Benyu said nothing. The police officer tapped on the window again, more angrily this time.
‘Get back to your car,’ Ryker ordered, glaring at him. ‘We’ll move when we’re ready.’
‘This is nonsense,’ Sunny said.
‘I think I agree,’ Benyu said. For the first time his face was hard and questioning.
Ryker soon saw why. Up ahead the car horns continued. Then shouting could be heard. From round the corner of two tall and decrepit buildings, pedestrians spilled out onto the pavement, and then the road. Some held placards. The shouting grew louder before the crowd surged and swelled and a fresh wave of people burst from around the corner, running as fast as they could. Hot on their heels were police officers, batons raised.
‘For God’s sake, just get us out of here,’ Sunny growled. ‘If the protesters realise we’re just sitting here…’
‘Lewis, what’s going on?’ Ryker said into his radio, for the first time questioning his own actions.
‘They’ll be calling you any second.’
The crowd in front was rapidly building. The police on foot, although armed, were vastly outnumbered by pedestrians. Some of the people were simply trying to get away, others were wanting to stand and fight. There were skirmishes everywhere – rebels and loyalists and police all mixed up.
Ryker’s phone buzzed. He picked it up and looked over to the police cars. He saw one of the officers with a phone to his ear.
‘Give me the code,’ Ryker said.
He watched the officer’s lips as he read out the series of letters and numbers.
‘Okay, get moving,’ Ryker said. ‘We’ll follow.’
He pushed the gearstick into reverse.
‘About damn time!’ Sunny said, as a group of snarling men sauntered past the vehicle. They looked up. The back windows of the Shogun were blacked out so they couldn’t see Benyu and Sunny inside, but they still seemed to peg the nearly new Mitsubishi for a government vehicle.
‘Go, go, go!’ Moreno shouted as the men strode over, shouting and gesticulating.
Ryker thumped the accelerator and the Shogun jerked back a couple of yards, much to the annoyance of the driver behind who honked his horn angrily. Ryker yanked the gearstick into first and turned the wheel as he hit the gas again. The Shogun bounced up and over the central reservation and was soon shooting down the other side of the road, one police car in front, the other behind, their sirens and lights doing the job of clearing the light traffic heading in that direction.
‘Which way are they taking us?’ Moreno asked.
‘Looks like they’ll loop us around the south,’ Benyu said. ‘Which could take us miles out of the way, unless we head through the old town.’ He didn’t sound too happy about that prospect.
‘Lewis, what’re the streets looking like?’ Ryker asked into the radio.
‘Not good. Skirmishes breaking out everywhere. Get Benyu out of the city whichever way is fastest.’
‘We’ll avoid the old town,’ Ryker said to Benyu. ‘It’s going to be a longer route but getting out of the city is the priority.’
‘Unless we head back to parliament,’ Sunny said.
‘No,’ Benyu said. ‘Take me home.’
Up ahead the lights on a crossroads turned red. The police car in front didn’t make any attempt to slow down. Ryker eased off the accelerator just a little as they approached the junction, giving himself enough space to manoeuvre.
At least he thought he had.
They cleared the first set of traffic lights and were nearly out of the junction when Ryker’s periphery vision, off to his left, was filled by a huge shadow.
‘Look out!’ Moreno screamed.
On instinct, Ryker slammed on the brakes. He likely saved their lives in that split second. The truck coming at them, tyres screeching, smoke billowing, slammed into the side of the police car in front. Ryker swerved left, trying to avoid the collision as the truck hurtled along, wedged into the side of the police car.
No use. The police car behind, the driver perhaps not as alert as Ryker, smashed into the back of the Shogun, propelling it forward and into the side of the truck.
There was a horrendous crunch as the Shogun’s front end was swallowed by the thick wheels of the much larger vehicle. The force of the police car shunting them from behind lifted the Shogun’s back end up into the air, almost flipping it right over. Ryker’s face smacked into his air bag and his head was flung back onto the headrest behind.
There was screeching and crunching and hissing as the crumpled and tangled mess of vehicles came to rest and then… eerie silence as Ryker drifted.






CHAPTER FOURTEEN


No, he had to fight it.
Ryker tensed his muscles. Gritted his teeth. Punched the airbag down. Shook his head. Grunted and groaned as he tried to move his legs, which were wedged under the mangled dashboard.
‘Is everyone okay?’ he shouted out.
He wiped at the blood streaming down his face, looked over to Moreno. Her head was bowed, face down in the airbag. He reached over and pulled her head up. It lolled to the side but she groaned and tried to hold it in place.
‘Moreno. We need to get out of here.’
Ryker unclasped his seatbelt and looked behind. Benyu was conscious but dazed, blood streamed from his nose. Sunny didn’t look good at all. The back end of the Shogun on his side was crushed inward and it looked as if the impact had delivered blows to his head and torso. Ryker wasn’t sure how that had happened. Had another vehicle hit them in the melee?
‘Benyu, can you get out?’
He only groaned in response.
Ryker reached for his radio as he stared out of his smashed window at the carnage.
‘Lewis. We need help.’
He repeated the location twice and got a crackled response in return, though he wasn’t really paying much attention. His eyes instead focused outside. On the uniformed policeman on the floor a few yards away, and the group of angry men crowding around him.
‘Shit. We need to go!’ Ryker shouted.
He felt down to his hip, making sure his holstered Glock was still there, then pulled on his door handle. It didn’t budge. He heaved his legs free from the mangled mess of the footwell, scraping his left leg against a jagged edge. He grimaced but carried on. He slammed his heel into the door which creaked open a few inches. Enough to squeeze out.
Ryker tumbled to the tarmac. He saw the slash in the leg of his suit trousers, blood seeping out, and groaned again as he hauled himself upright. He quickly took in the growing crowd. Had they come from the nearby protests or was this just a reaction to the crash? They likely wouldn’t be too bothered about Ryker’s presence unless they realised Benyu was inside.
Behind him the second police car was a crumpled mess. Its two officers were both inside. One looked to be unconscious. The other was awake but groggy and… petrified as he watched the scene outside his window. Ryker looked the other way again. Realised the policeman on the ground was from the first car. Whether he’d hauled himself out or had been dragged it wasn’t clear. There were ructions in the group around him. Some trying to keep the crowd back and the officer from harm, others trying to get to him to finish him off. All around more people were heading toward the mess.
Ryker yanked on Sunny’s door. No way he was getting that open. He hobbled around the other side, doing his best to ignore the aches in his body. Moreno was just getting out when he got there. Although dazed she looked relatively unscathed. Ryker grabbed the handle for Benyu’s door and swung it open.
‘What… the hell?’ Moreno said. A reaction to the crash, or to the baying mob, Ryker wasn’t sure.
He reached over and unclasped Benyu’s belt then grabbed him under his armpit.
‘Come on,’ Ryker said as he hauled him out and propped him up against the tangled mess of metal.
‘Ryker, we need to go,’ Moreno said, her voice strained. Ryker didn’t need to look up to see what had got her agitated. He could hear the angry shouts from the other side of the Shogun. Somehow the crowd knew who the passengers were.
Ryker jumped into the back and tried to shake Sunny awake. He was alive, but out of it, and had a large gash at the side of his head that was oozing thick blood. His arm was a twisted mess, perhaps broken from the force of the side impact. Ryker took Sunny’s seatbelt off and he grimaced and roared as he dragged the limp body across the back seats and out into the open, placing him in a heap on the floor as he stirred and came to.
‘We need to move quickly,’ Moreno said.
‘We’re not leaving him,’ Ryker responded, not sure if that was what Moreno had implied or not. ‘Check with Lewis on our back-up.’
Ryker grabbed Sunny under the armpit and hauled him up, taking the weight. He looked over to Benyu who was now alert and as terrified as he was angry.
Moreno had drawn her gun and was talking hurriedly into her radio as the four of them hunkered by the side of the Shogun.
‘Take my gun,’ Ryker said to Benyu.
‘What? I can’t–’
‘You either take my gun or you take Sunny.’
‘I’m the president. I can’t shoot at my own people!’
‘Choice made.’ Ryker handed Sunny over and Benyu strained as he grabbed him and propped him upright.
‘Moreno?’
‘They’re a few minutes out still.’
Ryker groaned. He looked over to the crowd which was still growing in numbers, and in anger. More police had arrived on the scene, but they were all consumed with keeping the crowd back from the crash site. Did they even know Benyu and the others were there?
‘We need another vehicle,’ Ryker said. ‘We’re not getting away from here on foot.’
He peered across the intersection, which was clogged with cars unable to get past the crash.
‘Over there,’ he said, nodding to a cluster of cars away from where the crowd was gathering.
Ryker took the lead without waiting for a response. He broke from the relative cover of the Shogun and the back-end of the truck it was wedged into, and headed for the middle of the intersection, crouched low, gun drawn.
The others tentatively followed but they’d barely moved a few yards before people in front of them stopped and took notice. They huddled together. Whether they were just part of the crash chaos or protestors it was impossible to know. Ryker looked around. There were people everywhere. Shouting, chanting.
Three gun shots boomed. Ryker sank low and spun round. In an instant the crowd quietened down to a hush. Ryker saw the smoke coming from the barrel of Moreno’s Glock.
‘What are you doing?’ Benyu shouted. ‘You can’t shoot at these people!’
Two men tried to break free from the front line of the crowd off to Ryker’s left, but Moreno spun and turned the gun to them.
‘Stay back!’ she screamed. ‘The next shots won’t be warnings.’
The men paused. They looked like they were mulling over the threat. They decided against testing Moreno. For now at least. But with the strength in numbers, it was only a matter of time. If the crowd wanted to attack, they would, and they would succeed in getting to Benyu, if that was their aim, even if one or two were shot in the process.
‘Keep moving,’ Ryker said, tugging on Benyu’s shirt.
Whipping his gun this way and that as they moved along, doing his best to keep the crowd back without firing, they soon reached the first car across the other side of the junction – a maroon Ford Ranger pick-up truck whose single female occupant was still behind the wheel, eyes wide with fright.
Ryker headed up to the door.
‘Get out,’ he said, lifting the gun up.
She nodded and with a shaking hand opened the door, then stepped out, hands above her head, her legs trembling.
Ryker turned to Benyu.
‘You and Sunny in the back,’ Ryker said.
Moreno fired another shot, causing Benyu to jolt and nearly drop Sunny. Ryker looked over. A man was on the floor screaming in agony. A patch of red on the leg of his jeans.
‘I warned you!’ Moreno said.
She had. And the warning had worked to an extent, but now they’d shot and injured one of the crowd. Ryker didn’t think it’d be long before red mist descended and there was a mass offensive.
‘Get in the car,’ Ryker said to Moreno.
She hesitated. Then turned to him. Took one step forward.
Gunfire rattled.
Ryker dropped down to his knee, behind the open driver’s door. Bullets pinged off the tarmac just feet away from him. Moreno threw herself forward to the ground, Benyu pulled Sunny to the side of the Ranger for cover. There was a series of clunks as bullets sank into the tarmac and the front of the Ranger.
‘We’re taking fire!’ Moreno shouted into her radio as she got up and scuttled toward the vehicle. ‘Lewis where the hell are you?’
At the sound of gunfire the throngs of people had suddenly either scattered for cover or were down on the ground. Not a shooter in sight among them. Ryker looked up to the decrepit apartment buildings that surrounded them. Saw nothing. He ducked down again as another wave of shooting came. Several ricochets nearby.
A blur of movement up to his left.
Ryker whipped the gun up. He spotted the metallic flash in an open window of an apartment building several storeys up. He fired. Two shots. One hit the stonework just inches from the window frame. The other hit the frame itself. The man holding the gun disappeared from sight.
‘Get in the car!’ Moreno shouted.
Ryker didn’t hesitate. He jumped into the driver’s seat. The other three were already in. He put the car in gear and stomped the accelerator then spun the steering wheel as the car shot forward. The Ranger clipped the car in front, the weight of the pick-up truck enough to shunt the smaller hatchback out of the way. Ryker jerked the wheel harder, the Ranger skidded around a one-eighty.
More gunfire. Everyone in the car hunkered down. Moreno’s window shattered and tiny glass shards filled the air as Ryker floored it and the Ranger shot away. Ryker honked the horn, trying to get pedestrians in front out of the road. It just about did the trick. Moreno sticking her torso out of the empty window frame and shooting toward them helped more.
‘Get back in,’ Ryker said.
Moreno did so and gave him a questioning look. When Ryker swung the car ninety degrees around a tight corner onto a narrow back street, causing the Ranger to rock violently on its suspension, she seemed to understand.
They hurtled along. No indication of anyone following them. Ryker made a series of quick turns until they were well away from the melee. He took a left onto a wide boulevard where drivers were crawling along in the thick afternoon traffic, blissfully unaware of the chaos not far away. Ryker slowed the Ranger and casually pulled into the line of traffic.
Everyone in the car, Sunny included, who now appeared more lucid, breathed a sigh of relief.
‘Ryker, Moreno, where the hell are you?’ came Lewis’s voice over the radio.
Ryker, driving one-handed, pulled the radio up.
‘We made it out.’
‘Fuck’s sake, we’ve just turned up to a mob of about three hundred crazed idiots beating the shit out of each other. I thought you were stuck in the middle. Was about to blast my way through them.’
‘No need. We’ve just joined… Nielander Avenue. Catch up with us. You can escort us back.’
Ryker clicked the radio off and put it on his lap.
‘Don’t you dare pull this thing over,’ Moreno said. ‘Not until we’re out of the city.’
‘Not unless I have to.’
He looked into the rear-view mirror. First at the bloodied but defiant face of Benyu, then at the even more bloodied though still a little shell-shocked face of Sunny.
‘Everyone okay?’ Ryker asked.
‘Under the circumstances… I think so,’ Benyu said. ‘Thank you.’
Ryker locked eyes with him for a beat. ‘We’re just doing our jobs.’
He glanced at Moreno.
‘Not bad for two clowns,’ she said to him, with a look he couldn’t quite read.






CHAPTER FIFTEEN


Lewis and Halstead managed to catch up with the Ford Ranger within ten minutes, and provided a low-key escort back to Benyu’s villa outside Kilpassa, where there was already a private ambulance with two paramedics waiting to tend to the injured. Sunny remained in a semi-lucid state. Whether he had a concussion or worse, it was clear he needed medical attention. Benyu, although somewhat shaken by the experience, retained his natural confidence and vigour. After all, he was a former military commander so he was well-used to battle and to being shot at, no doubt. Albeit not since he’d taken office as president of Chabon.
It turned out Sunny had dislocated a shoulder, and fractured several ribs and possibly his skull. On the recommendation of the paramedics he was shipped off to a private clinic not long after arriving at Benyu’s home, with Lewis and a Cathcart security guard, a New Zealander who wore her blonde hair in a severe chignon.
Ryker needed stitches to the wound above his eye and to the gash on his leg, but other than a mild concussion was otherwise fine. Benyu too had an ugly facial wound, but Moreno had got away with nothing but some nasty bruising.
With the toil of the day quickly catching up on them all, Benyu’s housekeeper, Glenda, fed them – some kind of meat stew with homemade bread. Benyu insisted on both Ryker and Moreno staying, as much for recuperation as for his ongoing personal protection. While Ryker would much rather have headed back to his hotel to delve into the electronic data he’d earlier stolen from the government’s computer servers, he acquiesced and was soon sound asleep on the soft mattress of a king-sized bed in one of several bedrooms in Benyu’s guest wing.


It was an unfamiliar and somewhat grating noise that awoke Ryker the following morning. With the painkillers he’d taken the night before, and the natural after-effects of the head injury, he’d slept heavily, not stirring at all until the sun had risen outside, the warm rays seeping through the thin curtains of his bedroom.
‘Bang, bang, bang!’ came the high-pitched voice again, before a few seconds of muffled giggles and whispers.
Ryker opened his eyes fully. Was staring at a large oil painting of giraffes in the desert. He looked over the room without moving, from the statue of a four-foot-high ancient Natulia warrior in the corner, mask on, spear in hand, to the various pictures and knick-knacks celebrating Chabon’s landscape and tribal past. His eyes fell on the door – ajar, and he could see the faint outline of a shadow beyond. No more than three feet up the wall. He sat up in the bed. Then a second later the boy jumped forward, into view.
‘Bang, bang, bang!’ he shouted, pointing the little plastic gun at Ryker. Eyes wide, Ryker lurched back theatrically, clutching his chest before collapsing onto the pillow.
Silence.
A stifled giggle. Tiny footsteps. Two sets. Whispers. A little concerned now. Getting closer. Ryker waited…
‘RAHHHH!!!’ he jumped up from the bed and the girl and boy screamed in terror and bolted from the room.
Ryker chased them, roaring and gnashing his teeth, all the way to the door. He jumped out into the corridor to see them hurtling away, out of sight. Even though his sudden movement had sent a stabbing through his frontal lobes, he smiled to himself as he turned back round.
‘You make a habit of frightening young kids wearing nothing but your tighty-whities?’
Moreno was standing there in front of him, looking rather pleased with herself. She was already dressed in her tight-fitting suit trousers and white blouse, Glock on her hip. Her short hair was damp from having been washed, and she looked bright and alert. Ryker noticed her eyes flick over his bare skin, not in the least embarrassed to ogle him.
‘I’ll get dressed,’ he said and went to move away.
‘Almost seems a shame to cover that up.’
He stopped. ‘Almost?’
‘Not a bad way to distract the enemy, but I think for the sake of the kids…’
‘I’ll put some clothes on.’


He showered first. After the long sleep he needed something to liven his brain and the cool water did the trick. Glenda, or one of the maids who worked for her, had left Ryker a new suit on an armchair in the room at some point in the night. The one he’d worn the previous day was full of tears and covered in blood stains. By the time he dressed and reached the servants’ kitchen downstairs – a long galley with tiled walls and floors that was clinical but functional, like a kitchen in an English country manor in generations gone by – Moreno was already finishing her eggs and toast at the rustic oak dining table. No sign of the whippersnappers now. They’d probably skulked back to the more luxurious main part of the house.
In the corner, on the countertop, a small TV was showing a grainy news report with live footage from the chaos of the previous day. The scrolling banner described the affair as ‘President Benyu attempted assassination foiled’.
‘Jesus,’ Ryker said.
‘Please, I’ve had enough of that,’ came an angry and husky female voice.
Ryker turned to Glenda, a matronly woman in her fifties who was wearing a blue and white cotton dress with a white apron. She had a large jug of orange juice, nearly empty, in her hand. She set the jug on the side and switched the TV off.
‘What would you like?’ she asked without turning. Ryker presumed she was talking to him.
He looked around. ‘I don’t mind helping myself,’ he said. ‘Looks like you’re busy enough.’
‘I’d rather you didn’t,’ she said, still not looking at Ryker as she finished off preparing a platter of fruit. ‘I don’t like people messing my space up.’
Moreno looked to Ryker and smirked.
‘Of course,’ he said, suitably chastised. ‘Whatever’s easiest for you then.’
‘It’s easiest if you just tell me.’ She turned back to him with the finished platter in her hand and gave him a friendly smile despite her stern words. ‘I’ll be back in two minutes.’ She padded out.
‘That’s you told.’
‘Seems like it.’
‘You’ve got two minutes to get yourself something,’ Moreno said. ‘Go on, I dare you.’
Ryker laughed. ‘No need to look for trouble.’
‘Quite right. My sense is trouble finds you easy enough.’
‘Seems that way, doesn’t it?’
She took a sip from her mug. ‘What do you make of this place?’
Ryker looked around again, thinking the question over.
‘Not the kitchen, dumb-ass. This house? The servants? All of it?’
‘It’s… like something from a couple of hundred years ago.’
‘Bingo. Weird isn’t it? I dunno, but it’s just all so… old fashioned.’
‘Who’s old fashioned?’ said Glenda as she scuttled back in.
Moreno blushed.
Glenda looked to Ryker. ‘Change of plan. You’re wanted in the dining room.’
Moreno looked to Ryker then went to get to her feet.
‘No, not you,’ Glenda said. ‘Just Action Man.’
Moreno did not look impressed by that.
‘Don’t take it personally,’ Glenda said, once again busying herself as she talked. ‘Like you said, old fashioned, right?’
Ryker winked at Moreno then turned and headed out.
He followed the labyrinth of corridors and soon found the grand Victorian-style dining room by following the noise. Inside Benyu and his wife and two kids were seated around an elaborate dark wood table that could have accommodated more than twenty. A huge crystal chandelier hanging overhead provided sparkling light.
The girl and boy looked to Ryker and giggled, eliciting a curious glower from their mother. On the table were the remnants of a morning feast. Serving plates with pastries, breads, cheeses, meats. The fruit platter that had been there for all of five minutes was half destroyed, most of it barely eaten on the kids’ plates.
‘Have you had breakfast?’ Benyu asked with his usual warm manner. Dressed in a bright white shirt with blood-red tie he was sat back in his chair, legs folded, sipping a cup of coffee.
‘Not yet.’
‘Please, take a seat then. Help yourself, there’s plenty.’
Ryker hesitated but then did as he was told. He grabbed a bit of everything, aware that Benyu’s wife, Matilda, was giving him the eye the whole time.
‘You’ve seen the news?’ Benyu asked before taking another sip from his coffee cup.
‘Not really.’
‘Then you should.’
‘Come on kids, Pappa needs to talk.’ Matilda got to her feet, and ushered the kids up. They looked hesitant until she gave them a scolding look.
‘Will you play armies with us again later?’ the boy asked, turning to Ryker.
That drew another scathing look from Matilda – perhaps at the mention of ‘again’. ‘No, darlings,’ Matilda said. ‘The man isn’t here to play. And he isn’t staying. He’s too busy.’
The man. Like Ryker was too unimportant to have a name. The man, who just so happened to have saved her husband’s life last night. What was with her hostility?
Ryker said nothing, just waited until the mother and kids were out of the room.
‘Don’t worry about her,’ Benyu said. ‘It’s not that she doesn’t like you, or Moreno, or the others. She’s very grateful for what you all do. She just doesn’t like her home being turned into an armed fort.’
‘I can empathise with that,’ Ryker said, though the way he saw it the soldiers outside in their uniforms were far more unsettling to a family environment than a few people in suits with concealed weapons.
‘And it’s only going to get worse now, perhaps,’ Benyu said.
Ryker thought about questioning what he meant by that but didn’t. He sensed Benyu would tell him, in his own way and in his own time.
‘Tell me what happened yesterday,’ Benyu said.
‘How do you mean?’ Ryker asked.
‘When we were stuck in traffic. We wasted valuable time while you sat there. Perhaps we would have gotten away unscathed if you’d acted sooner.’
Ryker deliberately chewed a large piece of meat to give him a moment to compose a suitable response. ‘My job is to protect you. That’s what I was doing. I have to make sure those police officers were bona fide.’
‘The police are on my side.’
‘You can’t know that for every single one of them.’
Benyu took a moment to think about that one but didn’t come back with anything.
‘You mentioned the news,’ Ryker said, hoping to change the subject away from the possibility of there being traitors in Benyu’s midst. ‘What’s the spin?’
Benyu sighed and took another, longer sip from his coffee.
‘That nearly one hundred people were arrested across the city, most of them supporters of Muampa. We need to think about how we deal with them.’
‘My suggestion would be to let them all go as soon as you can. At least unless you can charge particular individuals with any serious offences. You need to try to quell any further violence, any retaliations.’
‘Your suggestion? I don’t think I asked for that.’ Benyu glared at Ryker for a moment before Ryker looked away. ‘But you’re probably right. I’m the president of this country, and peace must be the main goal here.’
Ryker agreed, though he wasn’t really sure if Benyu believed his own words, and he remained concerned as to Benyu’s intentions for those prisoners.
‘The man that was killed,’ Benyu said. ‘Muampa’s supporters say he was a spy of mine.’
‘Is that true?’
A pause. ‘No. He was just a soldier, a young man. They butchered him. Killed his family too. Then they dumped his body in the middle of the city. An example, they called it. Not satisfied, those rebels then rampaged through Kilpassa, pilfering, fighting. Finally, they attacked us. They’re animals.’
Ryker could tell that Benyu was trying to stay calm as he talked about his enemies, but his façade was breaking. He was angry. Perhaps not just about yesterday but about the very existence of Muampa and his growing group of rebels. How deep did the hatred really go between Benyu and the opposing faction?
‘Coming back to your original question then,’ Ryker said, leaning back in his chair, closely mimicking Benyu’s own stance.
‘Which was what?’
‘My view on what happened yesterday.’
‘Yes?’
‘The attack on you wasn’t planned.’
‘That’s not how the newspapers are portraying it.’
‘Who gives a crap how they portray it?’
‘I do. I want them to speak the truth.’
‘The truth, or you want them to play to your tune?’
That got Benyu a little more worked up though he held his irritation back remarkably well. It was common knowledge that the media in the country was closely controlled by the government, however Benyu tried to play it.
‘There were men with guns in the apartment blocks,’ Benyu said. ‘That was planned.’
‘No. There was too much going on. First the blocked roads. The attackers would need to know what time you were leaving parliament, and which route you’d take–’
‘Not too difficult.’
‘Then there’s the police escort. Again, how would the attackers know which way we’d go? Then there’s the crash at the intersection. The truck. Think about the specific timing to make that all happen as it did. Then the crowd gathering there, and finally the shooters.’ Ryker paused, calculating. ‘You’d need a coordinated group of tens of people at least, with access to your own inner circle, the police, maybe even your protection team, to have pulled all that together. Why bother with such an elaborate set-up?’
‘Unless they were operating on the fly. The planned attack was at the first roadblock and we nearly escaped it.’
Ryker shrugged.
‘That’s possible, isn’t it?’
‘Possible yes. In my opinion it’s not likely.’
‘Then what’s likely?’
‘That you’ve got a growing group of people who support Muampa, and who are prepared to use violence against you and your supporters.’
Benyu huffed. ‘That much is clear. And how should I deal with that then?’
‘That’s really not for me to decide. I’m no politician.’
‘Indeed.’
They went silent for a few moments. Ryker carried on eating. He looked about the room as he did so, at the various works of art on the walls. As with his bedroom, there was a very clear Africa theme to many of the works, though his eyes settled on a large and strangely basic print – a monochrome with a black background and a crudely drawn white scorpion in the centre. Ryker had seen several other similar depictions of the animal since he’d arrived in the country.
‘Do you know the story?’ Benyu asked.
‘Of the scorpion?’ Ryker said.
‘The white scorpion.’
‘A little.’ Which wasn’t quite the truth, but he didn’t want Benyu cottoning on to exactly how much Ryker knew about the president’s past.
‘The scorpion is a sacred animal to my people.’
‘The Natulia?’
Benyu nodded. ‘Not just my people actually, the scorpion is revered right across this continent.’
‘I heard it became a symbol of the uprising.’
‘It did indeed. And my supporters still use it to this day to show their affiliation, although in many ways, I think the symbol has seen its time.’
‘How do you mean?’
‘A white scorpion? We don’t get white scorpions in Chabon. The symbol actually is a depiction of the deathstalker. Have you heard of it?’
‘I have.’
‘It’s one of the most dangerous species of scorpion in the world, hence its name. It’s a shade of yellow, except, like all scorpions, the deathstalker sheds its skin, its exoskeleton, several times during its life. Initially that new exoskeleton is fragile and it doesn’t fluoresce at all.’
‘It looks white.’
‘Exactly. And so this became the symbol of our revolution. A dangerous animal, although one which is new and fragile and still in the process of gaining its full strength and capability.’
Ryker nodded. He got it, and hearing Benyu explain the connection certainly held more weight than the second-hand explanation he’d read in his briefing notes.
‘Like I said, perhaps the time has passed. We’re not so fragile now.’
Ryker wasn’t so sure about that.
The two men sat through another few moments of quiet. Ryker remained intrigued as to why he was sitting eating breakfast with the president. It was clear the man still had something on his mind.
‘Why did you ask me here this morning?’ Ryker said.
Benyu sighed. ‘Firstly, I wanted to say thank you for yesterday. You likely saved my life. And Sunny’s.’
‘How is he?’
‘He’ll be fine.’
‘It wasn’t just me. Moreno was there too.’
‘She was. But it’s you who intrigues me the most.’
‘In what way?’
‘Tell me some more about yourself,’ said the president, leaning back in his chair.
‘Like what?’
‘Like how did you get to be here in Chabon?’
‘My boss told me to come.’
‘Who’s your boss?’
‘Clive Fenwick.’
Benyu smiled. ‘Yeah. I checked that. I know Clive. Me and him go a long way back. He knows you’re on his books, but he couldn’t tell me much about you either.’
‘There’s really not much to tell.’
‘No. I don’t believe that. There’s something about you, James Ryker. I can’t figure you out. You’re… different. Different from the others in your team.’
Despite the increasing tension in the room, Ryker remained calm on the outside. He carried on eating and drinking.
‘I’ve had my people do some homework.’
Ryker looked to Benyu. ‘And?’
‘And you check out. Birth records, school records, jobs, tax. You dropped out of university after one year. A nineteen-year-old kid snaffled by a security company to train as a personal protection agent. Not bad, eh?’
‘It’s been good for me, so far.’
‘I don’t buy it.’
‘Don’t buy what?’
‘I’ve worked with the British long enough to know when something doesn’t add up. You’re too clean. In the paperwork at least. But I see in you that you’ve been there and done it, so to speak.
I’ve worked with spies long enough.’
Ryker again thought about the supposed spy murdered and dumped in Kilpassa the previous day. So was he one of Benyu’s assets after all?
‘I’m not a spy,’ Ryker said.
Benyu sniffed. ‘Of course I have to expect it. The fact that there are spies around me doesn’t mean the British suddenly see me as an enemy or want me dead. Espionage is, above anything else, simply about intelligence gathering, is it not?’
Ryker shrugged. ‘I guess so.’
‘And I’m not dumb enough to not realise that MI6, the CIA, whoever, are operating in Chabon one way or another. Even within my own security team.’
‘The security team who are all vetted and who you’ve done your homework on?’
‘Correct.’
Ryker looked across the table, to the grandfather clock next to the marble fireplace. Nearly 9am.
‘Yes, I know, it’s getting late,’ Benyu said. ‘And I do have a busy day. Just one other thing.’ He reached into his pocket and took out a small object which he threw across the table. Ryker reached out and caught it. He looked down. His thumb drive.
‘You left it in the pocket of your old trousers. Glenda nearly threw it out.’
That was a lie. When he’d undressed the previous night he’d put the thumb drive into a bedside drawer. It’d still been there earlier when he’d woken, before he went for a shower.
‘Thanks,’ Ryker said.
‘Care to tell me what you need that for?’
Ryker could only guess that Benyu or one of his military men had tried and failed to gain access to the drive, which had a detailed encryption key. Still, Benyu having found the device was far from ideal.
‘For my job,’ Ryker said. ‘It’s just background information.’
‘Probably not something you should leave lying around then. Particularly given recent events.’
‘Of course not. I’ll make sure I leave it in the hotel safe from now on.’
Benyu got up from his chair and walked over. Ryker didn’t move. He remained as calm as he could on the outside, though inside his head was churning with thoughts and his body was primed for an attack from Benyu or someone outside the room.
Benyu stopped and put a hand on Ryker’s shoulder. ‘Yesterday was a big day, for us all. You should go back to your hotel and rest today. Moreno too. Your colleagues can cover me in the meantime.’
‘Whatever you want.’
‘Yes. Whatever I want. I’ll see you soon, James Ryker.’
Benyu walked out. Only when his footsteps had faded away did Ryker heave a sigh of relief.






CHAPTER SIXTEEN


The hotel Ryker, Moreno, Lewis and Halstead were staying at was a two-storey roadside affair that wouldn’t have looked out of place on a deserted American freeway. A few decades old, both inside and out, it bordered on passable. The furniture was old and worn and smelled it, but at least they each had their own bathrooms with hot water, though there was no way Ryker would drink what came out of the taps.
They walked along the exposed corridor of the top floor toward their adjacent rooms. In the car park below them was their Shogun, the owner’s vehicle and one other. Lewis and Halstead were out somewhere in their own Shogun.
‘Do you think we’re done with Benyu now?’ Moreno asked.
Ryker had explained some, but not all, of the conversation he’d had with the president in the dining room.
‘No. I’m sure we’ll be back in no time. Maybe even tomorrow.’ He’ll want us on a short leash, Ryker thought but didn’t say.
Moreno reached her door. Ryker carried on to his.
‘You wanna hang out today?’
He looked over at her and saw the expectant look on her face.
‘Maybe later,’ he said.
She looked disappointed, but didn’t say anything more. They opened their doors and stepped inside in unison. Ryker closed the door behind him and quickly surveyed the room. Everything looked in place still. He headed to the bedside drawers. Then the wardrobes. He checked all the near-invisible seals he’d set up were still in place. They were.
Then he headed over and slumped onto the bed, the weird conversation with Benyu still playing in his mind. Was he worried that Benyu didn’t seem to trust him? Not really. Yes, Ryker was in Chabon under slightly false pretences, and yes, he was snooping, but he was still basically on Benyu’s side. As far as he knew.
But was that the right place to be?
He let out a long sigh. Then there was a knock on the door.
Moreno, no doubt. Still, as cautiousness was second nature to him, Ryker pressed himself up against the wall next to the door.
‘Yeah?’ he said.
‘Open the door, Ryker.’
He slumped. Not Moreno at all. Peter Winter.
He grabbed the door handle. Opened up. ‘What are–’
Winter waved the question away and stepped in, shutting the door behind him. He was casually dressed, carrying a small cabin bag.
‘What the fuck happened yesterday?’ Winter said, dumping his bag and plonking himself onto the threadbare armchair by the window.
‘Nice to see you, too.’
‘Ryker, I’ve been travelling for the best part of twenty hours. I’m tired and ratty and hungry and I’ve got several different people from the JIA and MI6 and Whitehall back home hounding me about this assignment. Please, just give it to me straight.’
‘I don’t know,’ Ryker said. ‘I had this same conversation with Benyu this morning. I can’t see how the attack on us was planned. There would be too many people needed on the inside.’
‘That doesn’t make it impossible.’
‘No. But it makes it highly unlikely.’
‘You’re supposed to be finding me the mole. How do you know the attack wasn’t orchestrated from the inside?’
‘I don’t know for sure. But I was there, and from everything I saw, this was a spontaneous incident.’
‘Then you need to find me the mole before the shit really hits the fan. Benyu’s life is clearly on the line now. If anything, this just goes to show how easy it’d be to get to him.’
‘I’ll find the mole, if there is one. And we’ll protect Benyu to the best of our ability, but I have only been here a few days.’
‘Then you must have something to tell me?’
Ryker dug the thumb drive out of his pocket and tossed it over to Winter. ‘Several hundred gigs of data from the parliament servers.’
Winter rolled his eyes. ‘Great, it’ll take us weeks to sift through this, and it might be nothing but payroll data and stock counts of chickens.’
Ryker gritted his teeth, doing his best not to bite back. ‘It’s a start,’ he said. ‘What do you know about this spy that Muampa’s people killed?’
Winter gave Ryker a look. A look that told Ryker he knew plenty, but wasn’t sure whether he was going to tell or not.
‘Winter, don’t forget who I am, and why I’m here,’ Ryker said. ‘I’m not like your other operatives. I’m here off my own back.’
‘You asked to come back into the fold–’
‘No, you asked me.’
‘That doesn’t make you different.’
‘Yes it does. I’m not some robot who follows orders unquestioningly and who’s kept blinkered from the real agenda. If you know more, you tell me, otherwise I’m on the first plane out of here and we’re done.’
Winter looked seriously pissed off at that. ‘This operation is as serious as any other you’ve ever been involved in. You really think walking away because you feel you’re above hierarchy would solve anything?’
‘I’m not above anything. I just want to be able to work without one hand tied behind my back.’
Winter smiled, though it wasn’t particularly warming. ‘Just like always then.’
Ryker huffed. ‘Yeah. So tell me what you know about the dead guy.’
‘It stacks up,’ Winter said. ‘The kid was caught doing basic surveillance on Muampa. How much he knew and who exactly had set him up for that fall I don’t know. But Muampa, when they found the kid, didn’t hold back. He was practically cut to pieces before his body was dumped in George Square yesterday. They killed his sisters too.’
‘How do you know this? You’ve got someone on the inside in Muampa’s crew?’
‘No, actually we haven’t, and that’s the truth. This is simply what’s doing the rounds.’
‘But you think it’s credible intel?’
‘No reason to doubt it. But just because one dead spy turns up in Kilpassa, doesn’t explain how those protests gained momentum so quickly, nor how the president very nearly got fatally caught up in it all.’
‘Doesn’t it? Muampa is ramping up. Maybe he’s got more support here than we realised. I don’t know exactly how many people were involved yesterday but it was well into the hundreds, and they appeared just like that.’ Ryker clicked his fingers for effect. ‘If they really wanted to turn up the heat and organise something big, there’d be thousands.’
‘Over a hundred supporters of Muampa were arrested yesterday,’ Winter said.
‘So I heard. Which worries me a lot. Benyu comes across as calm and collected and sincere, but I get the sense he wants to skin them alive.’
‘Which is likely exactly what Muampa wants too,’ Winter said. ‘More fuel for the fire.’
‘Which is why I told Benyu the best thing would be to let them go.’
‘Now you’re giving advice to the president of Chabon?’
‘He asked my opinion.’
Winter went silent for a few moments.
‘This country is going to blow up in our faces unless we make progress soon,’ Winter said.
‘I agree. But that’s why we’re here, isn’t it? To try and prevent that?’
‘It is. The end game is to keep Benyu safe and in power, at least until the January election.’
Ryker scoffed. ‘And what if he’s voted out? Do we support the new leader?’
‘Muampa is a terrorist with a minority support behind him. He can’t win the election.’
‘Plenty of people would say Benyu took control of this country under similar circumstances,’ Ryker said as he recalled the earlier conversation with Benyu about the white scorpion.
Winter was looking more and more angry at Ryker’s challenge. He’d not come into this op to cause trouble for the commander, but even after a short time in the country, he’d figured that the situation between Benyu and Muampa was far from clear cut.
‘You’re partly right,’ Winter said. ‘And that’s why we’re here. To prevent another violent coup.’
Which was as good a reason as any as to why Ryker had agreed to be in Chabon. A coup, or worse a civil war, would only end in misery for the masses, whichever side won.
‘Why are you here?’ Ryker asked.
‘I want to be on the ground for this one.’
‘Because?’
‘Because nothing about this assignment smells right. I sense you’re quickly coming to that conclusion too.’
‘I am. There is one potential issue though.’
Winter sighed. ‘Just one?’
‘Benyu’s onto me.’
‘Onto you? There’s nothing for him to get on. You’re here to help him.’
‘He was digging into my past.’
‘Your legend stacks up. There’s nothing there.’
‘Except he still didn’t like what he found. He also found that.’ Ryker pointed to the thumb drive still in Winter’s grasp.
‘For fuck’s sake, Ryker, how did that happen? You’re not a rookie.’
‘Don’t worry, there’s no way he could’ve got access to what’s on there.’
‘But he still found it. Now he’s got reason to distrust you.’
‘That’s a good point.’
‘A good point for what? For me taking you off the team and finding someone else?’
‘No. If you’re saying the end game is to keep him in power, then why are we here behind his back in the first place. Why aren’t we being honest with him?’
Winter got to his feet. He slipped the thumb drive into his trouser pocket. ‘You want to know the answer?’
‘Go on.’
‘Because like it or not, I do call the shots. And we’re doing it this way because I say so.’
Ryker looked away, trying not to show the agitation he was feeling. Winter picked up his bag and moved for the door.
‘I’ll let you know if anything changes. Until then, stay on track. Nothing more, nothing less.’
‘Whatever you say, boss.’
Winter flashed Ryker an angry glare before he opened the door and stomped out.






CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


Muampa was glued to the TV set as he sat in his large but rundown kitchen chomping on a plate of bread and chicken. He still wasn’t sure whether he was livid or delighted by the previous day’s events that had been the main talking point on TV all day, and likely would be for a while yet.
The dumping of the body in George Square, together with a few well-positioned messages across social media, had soon seen a mini uprising take place in the city centre as Muampa’s supporters gathered and caused havoc, angry at the illicit reach of Benyu’s military. Muampa, of course, was nowhere to be seen, and neither were any of his closest allies. He couldn’t be muddying himself like that now.
The fact that Benyu had been caught up in the mess, and very nearly shot and killed, was an unexpected twist. Despite Muampa having a high-ranking inside man in the Chabon government, it had never been his intention for the previous day’s protests to culminate in an assassination attempt. That said, if they’d pulled it off…
Now he was left to deal with the consequences.
‘The car will be here in thirty minutes,’ Ndidi said, coming up behind Muampa and taking one of the stools by the warped pine breakfast bar. ‘Haven’t you heard enough about this already?’ Ndidi indicated to the TV.
‘Now they have one hundred of our supporters locked up,’ Muampa said. ‘What do we do about that?’
‘They’re irrelevant,’ Ndidi said. ‘If Benyu wants to use them as a bargaining chip, let him. If he lets them go, that’s good. If he makes them suffer, we can only use it to our advantage. He’s nothing to gain and everything to lose from this position.’
‘We nearly had him,’ Muampa said, shaking his head, still deep in thought.
‘We? That wasn’t us. And what would we have done next? If Benyu is assassinated we ruin all of the hard work of the last few years. You’re supposed to be a legitimate contender.’
Which was true, but then they had butchered Benyu’s spy and left his remains on public display. Not that there would be any acknowledgment that Muampa or his inner circle were responsible for that.
‘We need to keep pushing publicly,’ Ndidi said. ‘Our support is growing. That much is clear from yesterday. Just look at how many people came, how quickly word spread.’
‘And if we choose this path of legitimacy but lose the election despite our best efforts? Where does that leave us?’
Ndidi held Muampa’s eye, as though he were trying to work out what Muampa was thinking.
‘Perhaps, in many ways, it would be better to not take our chances with the public at all,’ Muampa said, picking up the TV remote and turning it off. Ndidi gave him a curious look but didn’t question exactly what he meant by that. Muampa got up from the stool. ‘I’ll see you outside.’


They rode in a discreet two-car convoy to the disused slaughterhouse some thirty miles south of Kilpassa. The large, rusted corrugated steel building, with a small red-brick office and warehouse attached, was on a strip of barren land stretching several miles in each direction. Once prime farmland for cattle, the land was now long abandoned, worthless, and next to useless, much like that which encircled Muampa’s farm. How far would the government, and the people of Chabon, let their land and their country slide into decay before they stepped up and took notice?
Well, hopefully the answer to that was not long at all. Particularly if the likes of the BBC were willing to give Muampa a platform from which to spread his word.
The first car in the convoy, a Land Rover Discovery containing five armed men, stopped outside the chain-link gates and Muampa’s driver slowed as they approached. The front passenger from the Discovery stepped out and walked over, unlocked the padlock and yanked the gates open before waving Muampa’s car through. The five men would remain there on the outside, keeping in radio contact with those in Muampa’s car in case anything should be amiss.
Muampa was driven along the bumpy dirt road to the main building of the slaughterhouse, before Samuels and another guard got out and gave the area a quick once-over.
‘All clear,’ Samuels said, coming back to Muampa’s window.
The driver unlocked the door and Muampa got out, Ndidi in tow as they headed for the two-storey brick building that looked oddly out of place attached to the rusted steel slaughterhouse.
The area inside had already been cleared of rubbish and debris, though the empty space remained dusty and worn with crumbling bare plaster walls and mottled concrete floors. They headed into what was perhaps once an office for the slaughterhouse’s manager, though no furniture or other artefacts of its history remained.
Muampa checked his watch. Fifteen minutes until Dean Jenkins from the BBC and his cameraman were due to arrive.
‘Okay, let’s get this place ready.’


In fact, Jenkins arrived, in the same Ford as before, a little under thirteen minutes later. At least, he arrived at the outer gates then. After a thorough search of him, the cameraman, the vehicle and the recording equipment inside, they were eventually let through, and some thirty minutes after that they were just finishing setting up the grotty space for the recording.
The cameraman, whose ID Samuels had already checked out before today, was called Harry Strickland and as well as two cameras with tripods he’d brought some basic lighting, foldable chairs, among other equipment, designed to make the performance look slick. That said, in the end Jenkins had insisted on not using the coloured background boards that they’d bought, instead deciding that the rundown look of the walls would give added atmosphere to the interview, and perhaps credence to Muampa’s position as an impoverished and persecuted political contender.
‘Are we ready?’ Jenkins asked, as Muampa took a seat, but then he lifted his hand up to shield his eyes from the bright spotlight behind Jenkins’s head. Jenkins tutted. ‘Come on, Harry. Can you move that a bit?’
Strickland grumbled, took off his headset and moved over to the light, shifting it a few inches to the right. Muampa looked to Ndidi, the only other person in the room, who was standing by the doorway, arms folded, a suspicious glare on his face. Muampa nodded to him. Ndidi returned the gesture then averted his eyes to look at Jenkins.
‘How’s that?’ Jenkins asked.
‘Much better,’ Muampa said as Strickland repositioned himself behind one of the cameras.
‘Okay, we’ll start rolling in a few moments,’ Jenkins said. ‘Just to explain, we’ll start off with some simple questions and chit-chat, just getting to know you. It’ll help you to relax, before we get to the meat of it. I expect we’ll probably need an hour or so–’
‘For a ten-minute interview?’
‘A lot of what is said will be edited out. But we’ll keep talking the whole time, unless you need a break. Strickland will have two cameras rolling so we don’t need to do any rehashing of shots from different angles.’
‘Whatever you say.’
‘Okay, then let’s start.’ Jenkins nodded to Strickland then paused for a few seconds before clearing his throat. ‘Chima Muampa, perhaps you could start by telling me about yourself. Where you were born, where you lived as a child, what your parents did for a living.’
Muampa began. For the next twenty minutes the conversation was in essence him telling the story of his childhood, except Jenkins often seemed more interested in the banal than anything else. Whenever Muampa hinted at oppression, disgruntlement with the regime back then, the atrocities committed within his village by rival tribes, often at the behest of those in power, Jenkins quickly diverted away again.
Was that an early sign that Jenkins’s agenda was not in line with Muampa’s? Or was the TV man simply keeping true to what he’d said about giving Muampa time to warm up?
‘Describe to me the events as you saw them when Benyu’s coup took place. You would be what? Twenty-two years old by that point?’
Finally, a question that meant something.
‘It’d been coming,’ Muampa said. ‘The Natulias are the most populous tribe in our country. They were unused to having their power diluted. The English, when they left us, well they were always loyal to the Natulias, and after independence we initially had some years of relative peace, at least for the many. But that changed when Latori was voted in. Supposedly our first true democratic leader. Our only democratic leader, as far as I’m concerned.’
‘But he was a Natulia too?’
‘He was. But he was a moderate. I have nothing against Natulias as an ethnicity. That is not what we are about.’
Jenkins nodded and indicated for Muampa to carry on.
‘Latori wanted to build a prosperous and multi-ethnic country. He encouraged an end to tribal squabbling, tried to put in place measures designed to prevent alienation and discrimination against minority tribes like mine–’
‘The Fariakas?’
‘Yes. We’re one of the smallest tribes, mainly because the land we occupy was squeezed between the desert and the edge of the Natulias’ land – we’ve never had anywhere to grow – but did you know we actually have a shared past with the Natulias? Although under different names, many of our rites and rituals are surprisingly similar. I think Latori recognised this. Recognised that not that long ago, we all have a shared past, one way or another. Our differences are just on the surface.’
‘But there were more deaths from tribal conflict during Latori’s time than either before or after? And Fariakas were particularly targeted at times, weren’t they?’
Muampa flicked Jenkins a glare. ‘Not at the start. Certainly not.’
‘But in the end?’
‘Yes, but not because of Latori, or what he was trying to achieve. Hate figures from all sides were stirring the pot. Benyu, who was a general in the army, chief among them.’
‘The Natulias weren’t the only ones involved in–’
‘What do you expect my people to do when we are routinely attacked for no reason? Our villages plundered? Men killed, women raped? We might not be the biggest tribe, but we won’t sit back and let it happen. Benyu was trying to provoke us then, and it worked. But he was clever too. He made it look like we were the aggressors. That simply was not true.’
Muampa paused, as did Jenkins. The reporter shuffled his notes for a few seconds, as if debating where to go next.
‘You know, they killed my sister,’ Muampa said.
Jenkins looked him in the eye.
‘A band of men belonging to the military–’
‘I know the series of incidents you’re referring to,’ Jenkins said. ‘The contemporary records I’ve read, and the people I’ve spoken to, refer to the catalyst as Red Monday.’
Muampa scoffed. ‘Next you’ll be telling me it was my people who started it all.’
‘Is that not true? Twenty-seven members of the military were ambushed in the Chabon hinterland by Fariaka rebels. They were tortured and murdered. Some of the men were skinned alive. Decapitated and–’
‘That’s not how it was–’
‘And the military retaliation that followed was only enacted in order to capture the culprits who were subsequently identified–’
‘My sister had nothing to do with any of it!’
‘But are you denying that the Red Monday slaughter took place?’
‘No,’ said Muampa flatly.
‘Did you know those responsible?’
‘No.’
‘Then what is your take? When the military came to your village to arrest the culprits, did they go willingly? Or did the people there harbour those fugitives, and in fact start another battle to prevent the army from taking them away.’
‘You think that justifies rape and murder?’
‘It’s not relevant what I think.’
‘And you don’t wonder why the military were there at all?’ asked Muampa. ‘We were supposedly a democracy back then. The police should uphold the law, not the military, but Benyu had already got his claws in.’
‘But martial law had been enacted by that point, hadn’t it? Because of the growing rebel attacks on military outposts. Events that culminated in Red Monday.’
‘They still raped our women,’ Muampa shouted, jumping to his feet and glaring down to Jenkins, chest heaving. Jenkins jerked back in shock. Strickland, wide-eyed, poked his head from round his camera.
‘Just to be clear,’ Jenkins said, quickly composing himself. ‘While Strickland and I travelled here alone today, at your request, and we’ve kept this location secret, I’ve timed an email to be sent to my colleagues in England to inform them of this location in two hours. Plus, the video recording is being automatically transmitted to a remote hard drive. Should anything happen to us here today.’
It was a strange thing to say. Muampa wasn’t sure if he was impressed with Jenkins’s planning, or horrified that he’d thought he needed to do such a thing.
‘We have no reason to harm you today,’ Muampa said, still angry, though doing his best to calm himself. He took his seat again. ‘But understand, this is very raw to me. It is real. I will get emotional talking about certain events. I’m here to tell you my side of the story. Clearly, what you’ve heard in the past is far from the truth.’
‘As you see it.’
‘Yes. As I see it.’
‘And I’m not here to rile you,’ Jenkins said. ‘But I do need to push you on certain matters. Push for the truth, for evidence of crimes and atrocities you claim Benyu’s government has committed. We’re not here to perform a hatchet job, but we are here to put forward a balanced view based on tangible evidence.’
‘I have plenty of evidence of Benyu’s crimes.’
‘Good. I’d like to hear about that. If you’re ready to carry on?’
‘Fire away.’
Jenkins shifted in his seat. He took a piece of paper from the satchel by his feet which he placed face down on his knee. ‘Can you tell me what you know of the events in Kilpassa city centre yesterday afternoon.’
‘Only what I’ve seen in the news.’
‘President Benyu was very nearly assassinated.’
‘So I heard.’
‘Did that attempt on his life have anything to do with you?’
‘Nothing at all.’
‘You didn’t order it?’ Jenkins was pressing him now.
‘No, I did not.’
‘Nor any of your commanders?’
‘I can’t speak one hundred per cent for everyone who works for me, but I have no knowledge that anyone I know was involved.’
Jenkins twitched the paper in his hands. Muampa looked at it, waiting for the big reveal. He glanced over to Ndidi and saw his face was etched with anger.
‘Would you agree that many of the protesters yesterday were supporters of yours?’
‘According to media reports that is correct.’
‘But you had nothing to do with organising those protests?’
‘From what I understand they were entirely unplanned. And from what I also understand, more than one hundred of those protesters were arrested and are currently being held by Benyu’s corrupt police without charge.’
Jenkins nodded as if in understanding, but said nothing.
‘I would like to place on record my demand for their immediate release,’ Muampa added. ‘The constitution of this country allows for free speech and for peaceful protest, and those people are nothing more than political prisoners being used as pawns.’
‘Peaceful protests? Are you saying that’s what occurred yesterday? Even despite the reported violence and gunshots aimed at the president and his convoy?’
‘Absolutely. Events started as peaceful. They descended into violence only because of the police and their innate racism, and their acting as if we were still under martial law. They’re nothing but puppets of our poisonous regime.’
‘Reports suggest that yesterday’s incident began with a small group of protesters angry that the government has supposedly deployed spies to watch you and your people.’
‘It wouldn’t surprise me in the least if Benyu has done such a thing. Do you not think that it is a gross invasion of my privacy, and an abuse of his power, if that is the case? A deliberate attempt to circumvent and jeopardise democracy? I am his political opponent, not a criminal or a terrorist.’
‘But before we turn it around to the whys and wherefores, I believe a so-called spy, whether or not that is actually what he was, was brutally murdered and his body dumped on display in George Square.’
Jenkins paused again.
‘So I’ve heard,’ Muampa said.
‘It’s been confirmed by reliable sources that this happened. A young man really did lose his life. Do you know anything about him?’
‘Nothing.’
‘Daniel Umtiti was his name.’
‘I don’t know that man.’
‘You never met him?’
‘No,’ said Muampa.
‘And he wasn’t killed on your orders?’
‘Absolutely not.’
‘Can you explain this picture to me?’ Jenkins now lifted the paper from his lap and flipped it over. He held it out to Muampa.
An aerial photo. Black and white. Date stamped just a few days ago. The picture was of Muampa’s compound. In the middle were three people; two armed men dragging a third man toward the house. No faces could be seen but Muampa could recall the scene exactly. He wasn’t in shot, but he knew the men who were, and he knew the man in the middle was the now deceased Daniel Umtiti.
Only a satellite or a drone could have captured a shot like that without them knowing.
Not only content with sending spies, Benyu had put Muampa under surveillance. And not only that, but the English had access to the surveillance. Were they accomplices? Or, in fact, were they the originators?
Either way, it felt to Muampa like he was screwed.
‘Mr Muampa, are you okay?’ Jenkins asked. ‘Do you need a minute?’
Muampa looked over to Ndidi who ever so slightly shook his head, but he ignored his sidekick’s suggestion.
‘Yes. Just one minute, please.’
Jenkins signalled to Strickland, and Ndidi hung his head as Muampa got to his feet.






CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


‘This is a fucking set-up!’ Muampa blasted, slamming his palm into the metal sheet wall of the slaughterhouse. They’d left Jenkins and Strickland back in the office block, two armed guards including Samuels on watch. The BBC men were out of earshot for this. Luckily.
‘I told you not to do this,’ Ndidi said.
Muampa roared and grabbed his friend by the throat. He squeezed hard as he gritted his teeth and pushed him up against the wall.
‘But you don’t tell me what to do. Not unless I ask.’ Ndidi glared at him defiantly but didn’t try to choke out any response. ‘Got it?’
Ndidi nodded as best he could. Muampa let go and Ndidi slumped and nursed his neck.
‘We need to know who’s spying on us,’ Muampa said.
‘This might not be so bad. We’re so careful. They can’t have anything that’ll harm you. You’d already know if they did. That picture, it shows nothing.’
‘It shows a dead man at my home.’
‘You and I know that, but no one can prove it.’
‘That’s hardly the point!’ Muampa shouted. He gritted his teeth again. ‘We should slit those bastards’ throats and leave them out here.’
Ndidi opened his mouth to say something then paused. ‘It’s too risky,’ he said eventually.
‘Damn it!’ Muampa pounded the wall again.
‘You should go back in. Get the interview finished, quickly. No real damage has been done. It’s nothing but hearsay. I’ll speak to the producer or the editor or whoever. Try to get the interview buried.’
‘They’ll never agree to that.’
‘We can try.’
What choice did Muampa really have now? The best thing would be to get the interview finished as quickly and calmly as he could and then work on damage limitation afterward. And perhaps find a way to get Jenkins to spill who his sources were another time…
‘Come on then,’ Muampa said, feeling slightly more confident.
They made their way back outside then across and into the office building again. When they approached the closed door to the recording room, Samuels was standing outside messing with his radio handset.
‘Problem?’ Muampa asked him.
Samuels looked up, frustrated. ‘Stupid thing keeps cutting out.’
‘Then send someone out to check with the others.’
‘I already did. That’s why I’m alone.’
‘No chances. If there’s a problem, let me know immediately.’
‘Of course.’
Muampa and Ndidi headed on past and within two minutes the interview had recommenced.
Jenkins still had that damn picture in his hand and he wafted it in front of Muampa. ‘Can you confirm that the building shown here belongs to you?’
‘It doesn’t belong to me.’
‘But you do know it?’
‘Yes I know it.’
‘It’s your home?’
‘I’ve been spending time there recently.’
‘Can you identify the men in the picture?’
Muampa glanced at the picture again. ‘I can’t see their faces any better than you can,’ he said.
‘Do you think it’s Daniel Umtiti there, in the middle?’
‘I don’t know what Daniel Umtiti looks like.’
‘It looks to me like the man, let’s say it is Umtiti, being pulled or dragged along. Like he’s a prisoner?’
‘That’s what you see.’ Muampa shrugged. ‘I really can’t say.’
‘Did you ever meet Daniel Umtiti?’
‘No.’
‘And you’re not aware of him visiting your home?’
‘Is this a TV interview or an interrogation? I thought you wanted to understand my position in this country as the leader of the political party opposing our corrupt and violent government. It seems all you’re interested in is trying to implicate me in wrongdoing.’
Jenkins sat back, put the picture in his satchel. ‘I’m not meaning to come across like that. But I do think it’s important to get a full understanding of recent goings-on. May I discuss another picture with you?’
Muampa sighed. ‘If you must.’
‘After that we’ll move on. I promise.’
Jenkins dug it out. Another aerial shot of the compound. As he glanced at it Muampa immediately knew which day the picture was taken. The garden party.
‘Can you confirm if you are in this picture.’
‘Yes, that’s me right there,’ Muampa said, leaning forward and pointing. ‘Some would say this is a horrendous invasion of my privacy, you know. This was a private gathering and you have pictures of it from some unknown source, most likely people who are trying to harm and to smear me, using extraneous powers that are illegal.’
At that, Jenkins paused for a moment, but quickly got back on track. ‘And some of the other people at that gathering… I know it’s hard to tell from the angle, but this here I believe is your good friend, Andrew Ndidi? And his wife?’
Muampa turned to Ndidi. His dark scowl had returned. ‘Yes. That’s him.’
‘And here, is Sam Samuels, the guard who is outside this room right now?’
‘Yes.’
‘And who is this next to him?’
Now Muampa’s heart was racing in his chest, though he was doing his best to not show any reaction on the outside. ‘It looks to be his wife, Ode,’ he said.
‘She was there too?’
‘Yes.’
‘When was the last time you saw Ode Samuels?’
Muampa mulled that one over even though he knew the answer fine well. ‘It must have been that day. We don’t socialise regularly. Is there a point to any of this?’
‘Oh, absolutely. Let me get to it.’ Jenkins took the picture back and fished for another.
‘I thought that was the last one?’
‘Very nearly done. Honestly. The thing is, no one has seen Ode Samuels for a number of days. I spoke to one member of her family just yesterday. A cousin.’
‘Who?’
‘It’s not important. The thing is, I’ve heard rumours she’s dead.’
Jenkins let that one hang.
‘Have you heard anything like that?’ he then asked.
‘No.’
‘It was even suggested to me that you had her killed.’
‘This is absurd.’
Muampa was about to jump out of his seat again when there was a bang and a shout from outside the door. Jenkins and Muampa both looked over.
‘Take a look,’ Muampa said to Ndidi.
Ndidi nodded and opened the door.
‘The thing is,’ Jenkins continued, ‘there’s also this picture, which, to my eyes appears to show Ode Samuels being led away from the table… and then this one showing her being taken under a car port or some similar structure. Then in this next shot, only Sam Samuels reappears.’
Jenkins offered the three photos to Muampa. He didn’t move. Just sat glowering at Jenkins. How he wanted to reach out and force his thumbs through the man’s eyeballs.
He was actually in two minds whether to do just that when a clattering sound from outside the room grabbed his attention again. He got to his feet. ‘Ndidi?’
Silence.
Muampa looked to Jenkins and then Strickland who both now looked as nervous as Muampa felt. ‘It’s nothing to do with me,’ Jenkins said. ‘I swear.’
The next moment Ndidi reappeared in the doorway.
‘What the hell is going on?’ Muampa demanded.
Only after the words had passed his lips did he notice Ndidi was clutching his stomach, and his hand was glistening.
Before anyone else said a word, Ndidi was propelled forward and he collapsed to his knees. From behind him three black-clad and masked men burst forward, each with large, black semi-automatics in their hands. Jenkins cowered. Strickland screamed. Muampa shook with rage.
‘You fucking–’
His head fired with a thousand thoughts as his hand reached behind for the concealed pistol in the waistband of his jeans…
He simply couldn’t move quick enough. One of the men swiped the butt of his weapon and it crashed against Muampa’s jaw and sent him reeling. Before he’d recovered the pistol was removed and the butt of the semi-automatic was thrust into his belly. He groaned and doubled over in pain. His legs were kicked out from underneath him, and then as he bucked and struggled on the floor his wrists and ankles were cable-tied.
He was dragged back up to his knees. Across the room, Ndidi, bleeding heavily from what looked like a knife wound, was also being propped up on his knees. The barrel of a gun was pointed at the back of his head. Muampa could only assume the man behind him was doing the same to him. In another corner of the room Jenkins and Strickland were on their feet, cowering, from the third armed man who was more casually pointing his weapon their way.
‘Whoever you are…’ Muampa said, looking over the armed men in view. ‘I’m going to skin you alive. Your whole families!’
‘Not today, you won’t,’ came the voice from behind him. Not a local accent. That surprised Muampa. But what was the accent? ‘Do it.’
The man standing over Ndidi nodded. ‘For Benyu,’ he said. ‘The one true leader of Chabon.’
A gun shot boomed and the front of Ndidi’s head erupted in a mess of flesh and blood and bone fragments. Muampa lurched back as his friend’s body collapsed to the floor in front of him. Jenkins and Strickland both screamed in terror.
Muampa opened his mouth, then took a blow to the head from behind.
He keeled over to the floor. The side of his head smacked painfully off the rough concrete.
As he drifted to unconsciousness, he was only partially aware of the boots moving around him, his closing eyes focused on what remained of the face of his closest friend, and the pool of dark red blood widening underneath him.






CHAPTER NINETEEN


Walking the decaying streets of Kilpassa reminded Winter just how much he hated Africa. Hated travelling anywhere really. Despite his years with the JIA, he’d never been a field agent. Never a doer but a get-it-done-er. Although he didn’t have to spend weeks and months on end away from home, like the agents he ran did, travelling to some of the world’s biggest shitholes unfortunately remained a necessity. Particularly on assignments like this where there were unscrupulous people involved on both sides of the divide.
He’d long ago learned to leave morals at the door. For his job, such a concept often didn’t come into play.
Unfortunately, for the likes of Ryker, morals were everything. In his early years for the JIA, it was that mindset which had elevated Ryker – or Carl Logan as he’d been known back then – above all of the other operatives. It was also Ryker’s morals which had eventually been his downfall. He’d become too much of a thinker. Not enough of a doer. Not good when orders have to be followed.
Yet it was also Ryker’s unwavering moral compass that had finally helped Winter persuade the ex-agent to come back into the fold again. After all, despite his shortcomings, there was no one else quite like Ryker. He was with the JIA once again for one very good reason: protect good people and punish bad people. The only problem was, Winter was fast coming to the conclusion that in Chabon, the line between good and bad was so blurred that it really was almost impossible to determine right from wrong.
With a baseball cap pulled low to cover his face, he walked up the steps of the post office building, through the grand columned entrance and across the marble floor, keeping his head down, but his eyes busy, looking for any signs that someone was following. Not that he expected to be tailed, but in his line of work he’d become used to living with the expectation that what could go wrong, would.
He moved on past the various queues for the tellers and through an archway to the bank of PO boxes. He found number 653 and pulled the envelope containing the thumb drive Ryker had passed to him earlier in the day from his pocket. Another quick look around him before he slipped the envelope through the letterbox. He turned and walked back for the exit. He’d already taken his own personal copy of the thumb drive to sift through in his ‘spare’ time, but a trained analyst would get the most out of it, and he had just the asset in mind in Kilpassa to undertake that task.
As he walked back down the steps to the street outside, his phone silently vibrated in his pocket. He lifted it out. London. He slumped. Likely not good news. ‘Yeah?’
‘Peter, it’s Jeremy Beauchamp. Have you seen the news?’
Definitely not good news if the MI6 stalwart was asking him such a question.
‘No.’
‘Find a secure line and call me back.’
‘Got it.’
Winter ended the call.


An hour later he had seen the news, and was sitting in a hotel room in central Kilpassa with his laptop. Not his hotel room. He’d just walked in off the street and rented it on the spot. He was confident about the fidelity of his machine and the line they would use for the meeting was as secure as he could manage within reasonable time, using a voice over IP line that was encrypted through a secure real-time transport protocol.
‘Winter, that took longer than expected,’ came Beauchamp’s voice as the call connected. His words translated on the laptop screen into a series of waves.
‘You said find a secure line.’
‘Yes, indeed. Anyway, I have Liz Baker with me too.’
The foreign secretary. At least there was no indication that the slimy Arnold Duncan was present today.
‘What happened?’ Winter asked.
‘What do you know so far?’
‘Only what I’ve gleaned from official news channels. Chima Muampa was kidnapped in an armed siege.’
‘Then you know almost as much as we do. Clearly this escalates matters in Chabon somewhat.’
That was the understatement of the century.
‘So far there’s been no official response from Muampa’s camp,’ Beauchamp said. ‘Their leader has been kidnapped, the second in command and a good deal of their closest security team are dead. It’s going to take a while for them to organise any meaningful response here.’
Winter wasn’t so sure about that. If this was already public knowledge, then at the least Benyu’s government could expect violent protests in the nation’s capital once again within hours.
‘We need to figure out where Muampa is,’ Baker said. ‘Who has him and why. It could be Benyu. We need to up the ante with your team there.’
‘I thought we were here to help Benyu?’
‘Clearly the position is a little more complicated now.’
‘How so?’
Baker sighed. ‘Chima Muampa was kidnapped in the middle of giving an interview to the BBC.’
A wave of anger washed over Winter. ‘What interview? How was that kept quiet?’
‘We don’t know. BBC bosses aren’t telling us anything. Journalistic privilege and all that bullshit. We’ll get to the truth eventually, but this looks bad. People will assume the British have helped Benyu to kidnap his main political opponent.’
Winter held his head in his hands.
‘The reporter’s name is Dean Jenkins,’ Baker said.
‘I know of him,’ Winter said.
‘He and his cameraman, Harry Strickland, were both left alive by the kidnappers. We don’t know why.’
‘And where are they now?’
‘We don’t know,’ Beauchamp said. ‘We understand that Jenkins and Strickland were found alive at the scene by the first responders. We can only assume the Chabon secret police have taken them somewhere… safe. We need you to get them back into our hands, as a matter of urgency.’
Clusterfuck didn’t even come close. Not only were they spying on Benyu now, but they wanted Winter to organise a raid against the Chabon secret police.
‘There is a final complication,’ Baker said.
Winter said nothing, just held his breath as he waited for the rest of the shit to hit the fan.
‘A livestream of the interview was remotely recorded. A failsafe by Jenkins, perhaps. We’ve done our best to convince those in the know at the BBC to hold this back, for the sake of Jenkins’s and Strickland’s safety as much as anything else. But you know how it is. Leaks happen.’
If Muampa’s supporters saw that tape…
‘And you’ve no idea where Muampa is now?’ Winter asked.
‘We’ve heard nothing.’
‘Interesting that he was kidnapped and not murdered.’
‘Interesting?’
‘It suggests someone believes he’s got worth. Which would tend to point the finger away from Benyu or his people, wouldn’t you say?’
‘Perhaps. Though we do need to outright ask him if he was involved.’
‘We?’
‘Well, you. You know him personally, don’t you?’
You piece of shit, Winter thought but didn’t say. He’d wondered how long it would be before someone played that card.
‘Can you do that?’ Baker asked.
‘It’s not really a question is it?’ Winter said.
‘I guess not. Find us some answers before this country explodes. Civil war in Chabon would be very bad. For all of us.’
The line clicked and then went dead.
Winter sat staring at the computer screen for a few seconds more. It seemed that despite MI6, the JIA and Whitehall’s best efforts at infiltrating Chabon politics for their own purposes, they simply had no clue what was going on in the country, who was doing what. The whole thing was a mess. What surprised him most though was that Muampa wasn’t already dead. Who could possibly see any worth in kidnapping but not killing the opposition leader? It didn’t really help either side’s position much.
Winter didn’t have many answers. Time to try and find some.
He picked up his phone. The call was answered on the third ring.
‘Ryker. Are you busy?’






CHAPTER TWENTY


Chabon might have held little of the glitz and glamour of some of the most popular resorts on the continent, but that wasn’t to say that it didn’t still have plenty of outstanding natural beauty. Which was why, effectively given the day off by Benyu, Ryker had decided to take Moreno up on her offer of ‘hanging out’, and the two of them were in their government-issued Shogun heading toward the coast.
They never made it there.
The call from Winter came in when they were still over an hour from their destination, on a twisting dirt road with thick jungle either side. Initially taking the call one-handed while driving, it wasn’t long before Ryker had pulled over. He’d quickly realised an abrupt change of plan was needed.
Ryker stepped out and paced away from the vehicle as he and Winter talked. He was aware that Moreno too was out of the car, though with his back turned to her and talking low, he hoped she was out of earshot.
He finished the call and turned back. Moreno – in casual clothes for once; denim shorts and a crop top that showed off her glowing tanned skin – was leaning against the car, arms folded. The look on her face said it all.
‘No beach today,’ she said.
‘We need to go back to Benyu.’
‘He told us to stay away.’
‘He’s not our boss.’
‘Well, tech–’
‘Just get in. I’ll give you details en route.’


It was the middle of the afternoon before they arrived back in the centre of Kilpassa, having made a brief stop at their hotel to change and for Ryker to collect some supplies. Ryker had heard nothing more from Winter, though the news channels on the radio provided plenty of real-time updates. Benyu had formally announced that he had nothing to do with the kidnapping. That he hoped and prayed for Muampa’s safe return, and that his police force would do everything in their power to find the culprits and bring them to justice.
About what anyone would expect him to say really, guilty or not.
Further, he’d agreed to release the hundred protesters arrested following his attempted assassination without charge. A smart move, on his part, if he really was innocent of Muampa’s kidnapping, and if he really did want peace.
Despite those efforts, however, the repercussions of Muampa’s kidnapping were already being felt. Protests were springing up all over not just the capital, but across the country. Conflicts between rural tribes were on the rise, with numerous deaths being reported and Muampa’s supporters in the large being blamed for the outbreaks of violence.
As Ryker and Moreno headed around the outskirts of the city, they saw, off to their right, three police helicopters circling the cluster of tall buildings of central Kilpassa.
At least they weren’t heading into the melee. Yet.
‘I can’t believe Benyu would have done this,’ Moreno said.
‘Why?’
‘He only just narrowly escaped an assassination attempt. Look at what’s already happened since Muampa’s kidnapping. His supporters will cause chaos. The country could implode.’
‘Chaos, yes, but that gives Benyu the chance to show how superior and legitimate he is in comparison. The disruption is being caused by Muampa’s supporters. They are the bad ones.’
‘But this can’t be what he wants.’
Ryker really didn’t know the answer to that one.
He’d told her some, but not all of what Winter had relayed on the phone. She knew as much as he now did about Muampa’s kidnapping. He’d also filled her in on their new assignment to track down the missing BBC reporter and his cameraman. Though he hadn’t yet given her full details of their remit in that regard.
They eventually arrived outside the metal gates to Benyu’s villa complex. It was immediately clear that security had already been stepped up on site since their last visit, with not just an armed guard stationed outside the gates but a green and black military jeep with a manned machine gun fixed to the back. After a fair amount more scrutiny of their documents than the last time they’d been, Ryker and Moreno were eventually waved on through.
Despite the extra visible security outside, inside the compound was little different to before. Ryker recalled the conversation with Benyu about his wife. This was her home, not a fort, and she didn’t want the military swarming the place, regardless of the obvious heightened state of risk now.
Inside the villa Ryker and Moreno were greeted by a man in an ill-fitting suit they’d not met before. Lloyd Engonga. Tall and gruff with short salt and pepper hair, he had a lined and scarred face that was out of place with his smart clothes. Another ex-military man, no doubt, now living life as a quasi-politician.
‘I’m sorry, he’s in a meeting right now,’ Engonga said as he led them away from the main entrance hallway and down a bland corridor that Ryker knew from the previous visit led toward the servants’ quarters. ‘I don’t know how long he’ll be. You can wait here until he’s finished.’ Engonga indicated a wooden bench under an arched window overlooking a plain white wall.
Ryker looked to Moreno. Her face was impassive.
‘I’ll send someone with some water,’ Engonga said before turning and leaving.
Ryker took a seat. Moreno remained on her feet, looking up and down the corridor. ‘Out of sight, out of mind,’ she said.
‘Looks like it.’
‘When was the last time you heard from Lewis and Halstead?’
‘Earlier in the day. They’re out of town with the foreign minister. They’ll be back here soon enough given what’s happened.’
‘I don’t like this,’ she said.
‘This corridor?’
‘This house. This city. This country. This assignment.’
Ryker humphed. ‘What can you do?’
He heard padding feet off to his left and turned to see Glenda carrying a silver tray. A jug of water and two glasses sat on top.
She came to a stop by them. ‘You’re back.’ She almost looked happy about that.
‘How are you?’ Moreno said, beaming a smile.
Moreno took a glass. Ryker didn’t bother. The two ladies began a lengthy chit-chat. Ryker’s brain turned off from the conversation after just a few seconds. He guessed Moreno wasn’t really interested in banality, but was using her natural charm to elicit any gossip from Glenda. That was fine. He was too busy thinking about something else. He felt down to the pocket of his trousers where he had his small tool kit and the equipment he’d brought from his hotel room earlier.
‘I’m just going to stretch my legs,’ Ryker said.
The women gave him a murmur of acknowledgment before he got to his feet and headed off back toward the entrance hall.
He walked slowly, his feet soft to keep his footsteps quiet. Stealth, from his perspective, but also so that he could listen out for anyone else.
As he neared the entrance hall he could hear two men chatting somewhere in the near distance. Ryker slowed his step. He could tell from their accents they were locals, but he didn’t recognise the voices. Definitely not Benyu.
Ryker came to a stop by a closed door near the end of the corridor and tried it. Unlocked. He pushed the door open. The room beyond was a large wood-panelled library with bookcases on three sides and large sash windows at one end looking out over one of the garden’s main lawns. Ryker slipped inside. He closed the door gently behind him. He stood and gazed over the room and the multitude of books, many of them vintage-looking.
Ryker’s eyes fell on a cluster of leather-bound books that appeared not just well-worn but were clumsily placed, as though they’d recently been leafed through. The Prince by Niccolò Machiavelli, and The Wealth of Nations by Adam Smith among them. Was it apt or ironic to find them in Benyu’s home?
The Machiavelli book in particular was an intriguing find. Ryker had read it himself. Not a fun read, by any stretch, but an at times enlightening one. He could even recall some of the chapters. He moved over and picked it up, turned to the contents page. Quietly shook his head.
Chapter XVII: Concerning Cruelty And Clemency, And Whether It Is Better To Be Loved Than Feared
That was certainly one he’d be interested to get Benyu’s take on.
Ryker put the book down and glanced over the rest of the room. In one corner, by the windows, were two red leather armchairs arranged around a small round table with a wooden chess set neatly laid out on top. Across the other side was a heavy-framed redwood desk. He thought about taking a look in the drawers, but decided against it. That wasn’t why he was in here today.
He continued scanning and spotted a grille for the air-conditioning on the wall above him. He slipped the toolkit out from his pocket. Took the screwdriver and quickly unscrewed the grille. He stuck one of the tiny listening devices to the metal chute behind then refitted the grille in place.
Satisfied, Ryker opened the door and listened again. No sounds in the corridor now. He stepped back out and carried on through to the entrance hall and across to the other side where another corridor led to the dining room and other downstairs living spaces for Benyu’s family. He saw no one, and Ryker had soon bugged the dining room, a formal Georgian-style lounge, a kids’ playroom and a more relaxed-looking sitting room.
Next, again taking his time and being careful not to be seen, he headed upstairs. He managed to get to two bedrooms, though not the master, before he was spooked by Benyu’s wife who was coming out of her en-suite bathroom. She didn’t spot him, and he scuttled away and hid behind the door of a guest room until she had descended the stairs and her footsteps had faded away.
Ryker quietly followed, padding softly down the stairs. In the hall below he could see the black boots of a military man, but he kept on going anyway.
When he reached the bottom the guard was standing facing him, arms folded, suspicion etched on his face.
‘Where’s Benyu?’ Ryker asked.
‘What were you doing up there?’
‘None of your business. I said where’s Benyu? I need to see him immediately.’
The man looked less than impressed at being challenged but the authority in Ryker’s voice did the trick. ‘He’s still busy. He’s been in his office for hours.’
The guard indicated with his head behind Ryker. Another corridor leading from the hall. This one Ryker hadn’t yet been down. Well, no time like the present.
‘Thank you. You see anything suspicious here, you call one of my team.’
A raised eyebrow.
‘Got it?’ Ryker asked.
‘If you say so.’
Ryker turned and walked off. Almost as soon as he’d stepped into the corridor he heard voices up ahead, round the next corner. He realised it was Benyu. Perfect. Ryker upped his pace. Then faltered in his step when he heard the next voice.
What the hell?
Benyu rounded the corner in front. Ryker locked eyes with the man striding next to him. Peter Winter.
‘You?’ Benyu said. ‘I thought you were taking some time off.’
Ryker, dumbstruck, looked from Winter and back to Benyu, quickly composing himself. ‘My boss insisted we don’t leave you alone,’ Ryker said. ‘Given what’s happened. Plus, there’s something urgent I need to speak to you about.’
Benyu and Winter stopped when they reached Ryker. Winter’s face was placid.
‘Is that so?’
Ryker held his hand out to Winter. ‘James Ryker. Personal protection agent.’
‘Peter Winter.’
Ryker waited for something else. A bogus job title. An explanation for how Winter knew Benyu.
‘Let me show you out,’ Benyu said to Winter, before turning back to Ryker. ‘Then you can tell me what’s so urgent.’
Winter and Benyu set off again. Ryker turned and followed a few steps behind. They reached the main entrance hall. Moreno was there now too. She glanced to Benyu and Winter, a brief acknowledgment of her from the president.
Benyu opened the door and he and Winter stepped out as Ryker moved over to Moreno.
‘Where’ve you been?’ she asked him.
‘You’re about to find out.’
‘And who was that?’
‘Peter Winter. Apparently.’ He looked at her. Was that a flash of recognition at the name?
A moment later Benyu reappeared. He shut the door and walked over, his manner a lot less amenable than a few moments before. ‘You said something was urgent. So what is it?’
Really Ryker wanted to push Benyu for his version of how he knew Winter, but doing so would only raise suspicion. And he had plenty else to talk to the president about anyway.
Ryker reached into his pocket and took out a little square object. He laid it in his open palm.
‘What is that?’ Benyu said.
‘When was the last time you had this place swept for bugs?’ Ryker asked.
The look of horror Benyu gave him was priceless.






CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


Two hours later, Ryker and Moreno were in Benyu’s study. The president was seated behind a large oak desk, his face solemn; Ryker and Moreno were on the other side. This room was again elegant and wood-panelled, similar to the library except the shelves here were filled not with books but with expensive-looking ornaments and photos in frames, mostly of Benyu meeting the great and the good of the world.
Ryker finished screwing the back panel of the laptop in place. He looked up and handed the machine over. ‘All clear,’ Ryker said as he tidied up his tools.
‘So now we can talk?’ Benyu asked.
‘Now we can talk.’
‘Tell me the damage.’
Ryker fished for the string of bugs he’d ‘found’. Placed them all on the desk. ‘Simple listening devices. Not exactly cutting edge technology but certainly well positioned and discreet.’
‘Yet you found them.’
‘That’s why we’re on your security team. The biggest takeaway is that there was nothing in your personal devices.’
‘Which means what?’
‘Which, together with the types of devices used, points to a certain lack of sophistication, but also someone who has access to your home, but not necessarily directly to you.’
Benyu snorted as he processed Ryker’s words.
Ryker looked to Moreno who had so far remained tight-lipped. She hadn’t called him out at all over the last couple of hours, just as he’d expected, though they were yet to have the conversation.
‘Who did this?’ Benyu asked.
‘We’ll find out,’ Moreno said without hesitation.
‘But the devices, you must be able to tell who they belong to? What country uses such things?’
‘From what I know, they’re pretty generic,’ Moreno said. ‘Could be British, could be American, Russian. Chinese.’
‘The biggest question is who would want to bug your home,’ Ryker said.
‘That’s a long list,’ Benyu said, half-smiling.
‘But, given everything else that’s happening right now, it does suggest someone close to you is acting against you,’ Ryker said.
Benyu snorted again. ‘You think this is Muampa’s doing?’
‘I can’t answer that.’
Ryker could sense the man didn’t really trust anyone right now, and certainly not him and Moreno one hundred per cent, but if he wanted to go down the route of it being Muampa, that was fine.
‘You want my opinion?’ Ryker said. ‘I think it’s best you keep a low profile, at least until the mess with Muampa is cleared up. Stay here.’
‘I’m the president, I can’t just disappear from the public eye.’
‘Not disappear. Just lie low, for a few days at least. No need to expose yourself to risk.’
‘You like telling people what to do, don’t you?’
‘It’s our job to keep you safe. That’s all we’re trying to do. You go about your business how you see fit, but I’d recommend you do it from here for now.’
‘And what about you and your people?’ Benyu said. ‘It hasn’t escaped my attention that all of this is happening only since you’ve arrived in Chabon.’
‘We’ll always have someone here,’ Ryker said, ignoring Benyu’s words of suspicion. ‘We can stay or we can just work in shifts. It’s up to you. Having the same team stay with you might be better. The less turnover of people you have here now, the less risk there is of leaks and bugs.’
‘And I’m guessing you’re going to tell me that it needs to be you who stays here?’ Benyu said.
‘Not at all,’ Ryker said, holding his hands up. ‘You decide.’
Benyu held Ryker’s eye for a few moments before he looked to his watch.
‘It’s coming to the end of the day. Why don’t you two go back to your hotel. I’ll speak to your boss and let you know what I decide.’
‘You got it.’
Ryker went to scoop up the bugs.
‘No,’ Benyu said. ‘Leave those for me. I’ll see if I can get someone to take a closer look.’
‘Of course.’


Ten minutes later Ryker was driving the Shogun away from Benyu’s home. He and Moreno hadn’t yet spoken a word to each other. In the distance the tops of the buildings of Kilpassa were just visible, the helicopters still circling, now with searchlights reaching down as the sun edged away beyond the horizon.
‘Are you going to tell me or not?’ she asked, clearly pissed off.
‘What do you want to know?’
‘You put those bugs there, didn’t you?’
‘Was it that obvious?’
‘To me, yes. To Benyu, I couldn’t figure out.’
‘No. Nor me.’
‘But the fact he’s sent us packing suggests he doesn’t trust you.’
‘Or maybe just doesn’t like me.’
‘Maybe both, but either way I’m guessing us riding away from there isn’t what you’d hoped for.’
‘Actually, it was exactly what I’d hoped for.’ He glanced over and saw the questioning look on her face. ‘For starters, we’ve now got the best access to Benyu we could hope for. Much better than those crude bugs.’
Moreno looked confused. Then she got it. ‘Phone and laptop. But I watched you… wait. Software, not hardware.’
‘Bingo. Pretty much undetectable software at that.’
‘Let’s hope you’re right about that. Though that will only work if he keeps those things on him.’
‘Except the software isn’t just for eavesdropping, it also acts as malware. Through it we can gain access to all of his files, all of his emails and other communications, and if we’re lucky the devices of the people he’s communicating with too. At least provided they only have basic levels of anti-virus software. Within a couple of days we’ll have reams of data on who Benyu is in touch with and what they’re up to.’
‘For what purpose?’
‘Now there’s a question. Anyway, in the meantime we’re free of Benyu and we get to do our job properly.’
‘Our job? You mean our job to protect the president of Chabon?’
‘Not exactly,’ Ryker said.
‘Ah, so you’re finally going to tell me who you really are and why we’re really here.’
‘Something like that.’


When Ryker put the key into his hotel room door, his mind was still deep in thought about the long conversation he’d just had with Moreno. She got it. Of course she did. She was MI6 after all. The biggest surprise would have been if she’d expressed shock and indignation at what the two of them needed to do next. Not just the two of them actually. Come the time Lewis and Halstead needed to know too.
As distracted as he was, Ryker was still not very surprised when he opened the hotel room door to see Winter casually sitting on the threadbare armchair, a can of Coke in his hand.
Ryker closed the door behind him. ‘You’ve got some explaining to do,’ he said as he sat down on the edge of the bed.
Winter raised an eyebrow before taking a sip of his drink, his nonchalance riling Ryker.
‘Is this one of those I can’t tell you so deal with it moments?’ Ryker said. ‘I really hoped we’d moved on from that quite some years ago.’
‘Yes and no.’
‘You’re intriguing me, really.’
‘But not as much as I’m pissing you off.’
‘I’m only concerned that you leaving me in the dark all the time jeopardises my safety. Like when you send me on a mission to spy on someone without telling me you know that person personally.’
‘That’s your deduction? That I know Benyu personally?’
‘Is there any other plausible explanation for you two spending most of the afternoon together at his home?’
The two held each other’s stare for a few seconds before Winter looked away.
‘Yes I do know Benyu–’
‘And does he know the real you, or just some bogus legend.’
‘A legend. But it’s not entirely bogus. He knows I have ties to the British government.’
‘Does he know about me?’
‘Absolutely not. But he’s not stupid either.’
Winter left that one hanging and Ryker didn’t bother to question what he meant.
‘So come on then, tell me the story.’
Winter sighed. ‘To put it simply, this isn’t the first time I’ve been to Chabon.’
‘And?’
‘The last time I was here, I was with Mackie.’
He let that one hang, too. The pieces fell together in Ryker’s mind. Mackie was Ryker’s old boss at the JIA. Ryker’s original boss at the JIA, right up to the point he was killed in Russia and Winter was thrown into the role.
‘I was just a young assistant back then,’ Winter said, ‘but I was already well-schooled in the murky world of politics and espionage and how the two are intrinsically linked.’
‘You don’t say.’
‘Mackie had been given a very clear objective. Maximise British interests in this country.’
‘Ah, here we go again. Money, right? So we’ve you and Mackie to thank for all of those rather one-sided mining contracts between Chabon and the UK that continue to line the vaults of the Bank of England.’
‘No. A little more than that.’
Ryker paused. Frowned. ‘We supported the coup?’
Winter laughed. ‘More than that even. How do I put it… we helped to orchestrate the coup. It’s because of Mackie, and to a lesser extent me, that Benyu is president of this country at all.’






CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


Four days passed by in a blur. Ryker and Moreno were once again having a period of downtime away from Benyu’s home. The president had remained at his residence throughout the previous days, under the watch of different teams from Cathcart – Moreno and Ryker, Lewis and Halstead included – and slowly the air of anger and hostility hanging over the country was beginning to dissipate, though perhaps only because the aggressors themselves needed a break.
On the other hand, hostility and no small amount of niggling resentment remained at the forefront of Ryker’s mind. Despite his fondness of Winter, and the fact that Ryker wanted to trust him, it remained the case that the commander had no qualms about lying through his back teeth when it suited him, and withholding any information he saw fit, however significant. Had he pulled Ryker onto this operation under false pretences? Ryker wouldn’t go that far, but it angered him that after all they’d been through together, Winter still felt the need to keep certain matters of importance to himself.
Could Ryker ever fully trust Winter?
In the days since Muampa’s disappearance, there’d been no word from his kidnappers, and no progress made on identifying who had taken him, despite the best efforts of Chabonese and British intelligence, Ryker and Moreno included.
‘I seriously need a break,’ Moreno said, sitting back from her computer screen and squeezing her eyes tightly shut for a few seconds as if doing so would fully rest them.
‘Then take one,’ Ryker said, his eyes still glued to his own screen.
‘Ooh, you’re so macho,’ she said. ‘Mr-I-can-stare-at-a-screen-for-hours-on-end-without-slitting-my-wrists.’
She got up from her chair and headed to the kitchenette across the room. The apartment they’d been staying in for the last two days was certainly a step up from the hotel. Moreno and Ryker were sharing, much to the amusement of Lewis and Halstead who were next door. Each of the apartments had two bedrooms, plus a large open-plan kitchen-lounge-diner. The view wasn’t exactly something to behold: four storeys up, they looked out to a much taller, grimy brown rendered apartment block, and the skyline beyond in the residential area of Kilpassa was far from glitzy. But the apartments were big and clean and had decent air-conditioning.
Lewis and Halstead so far hadn’t been let into the inner circle of trust that Winter had going, if it could be called that. Like Ryker and everyone else under Winter’s watch, they’d be told only what they needed to know, when they needed to know it, though from the last few conversations Ryker had had with Lewis it was clear the guy knew he was now being kept in the dark. Ryker could understand his disgruntlement at that. They’d arrived in Chabon as a team, but now that Winter had steered Ryker’s mission away from its original purpose, the foursome felt anything but.
‘You want anything?’ Moreno asked as she poured herself a glass of water from a bottle in the fridge.
‘Whatever you’re having.’
‘Some water and some painkillers for… you know, that time of the month. You the same?’
Ryker did now take his eyes from his screen. He looked up to see Moreno staring at him deadpan.
‘Too much information?’ she asked.
‘Just the water’ll do for me.’
Moreno brought it over as Ryker got back to reviewing the series of emails in front of him. After downing most of her water Moreno collapsed onto one of the two grey sofas in the lounge area, feet on one arm, head resting on the opposite one as she stared up at the ceiling.
‘How much longer before we see some real action again?’ she asked.
‘You tired of not shooting anyone?’
‘You have to admit taking out the bad guys is better than this crap?’
Ryker ignored the comment. She’d been mouthing off like this all morning. She was hardly a traditional spy, but she did have close ties to MI6 which, he’d have hoped, would have given her some appetite for intelligence gathering. That said, Ryker wasn’t exactly loving every minute either. Since they’d last come off shift at Benyu’s villa nearly thirty-six hours ago they’d done little else but sleep and stare at their computer screens doing their best to analyse the data Ryker had downloaded from the government servers, plus work through the hours of audio and other data being captured from Benyu’s phone and laptop.
Winter had a specially trained data analysis team doing a deeper dive into the same information, using powerful analytics software, but Ryker was rehearsed enough in the techniques to be able to cherry-pick and look for smoking guns.
Not that he’d found one just yet. Although he was beginning to amass a cluster of areas for further, more detailed investigation.
‘Have you come across a chap named Yakovlev?’
Moreno remained lying down, staring up at the ceiling. ‘First name?’
‘Kirill.’
Moreno sat up, looking serious all of a sudden. ‘Sounds fishy.’
Ryker smirked. ‘K-I-R-I-L-L. Not krill.’
She winked and lay back down again. ‘Don’t think so.’
‘You remember the first day we were in parliament?’
‘How could I forget? That was the first day I experienced the famous James Ryker vanishing act.’
Ryker looked at her, eyebrow raised. She tilted her head toward him. ‘You know, the one where you disappear for anything between thirty minutes and two hours to do your thing.’
‘Go to the toilet?’
‘Yeah. At first I thought you just had IBS. Apparently, you’re just the world’s biggest snooper. Not pooper.’ She looked pleased with her quip.
‘I’ll take that as a compliment,’ Ryker said.
‘You shouldn’t.’
‘Back to the point–’
‘Fish?’
‘No. When we were at parliament, do you remember the people Benyu was meeting with?’
‘He said they were British. There to discuss trade deals or something.’
‘Would you remember the faces of who he met?’ Ryker asked.
‘I only saw a glimpse of them before the doors were shut. Basically a split-second, side-on snapshot.’
‘Is that a yes?’
‘Course it is.’ Perhaps deciding to quit larking about, she got up and came over to Ryker’s side.
‘You think this is one of the men?’ He showed her the profile he’d been able to access from the JIA’s list of foreign government officials.
‘Pretty damn sure it is.’
‘Well, I’d like you to meet Kirill Yakovlev.’
‘Doesn’t sound very British.’
‘No, he’s not. Born in a small village a hundred miles south of Moscow. Believed to have worked for the GRU for many years.’
‘Russian Military Intelligence? Why the hell is Benyu meeting with someone from the GRU?’
‘Perhaps more important, why the hell did he lie to us about it?’
‘Think it’s about time for a word with your boss?’
‘I think so.’ Ryker went to pick up his phone. Then there was a ping from Moreno’s laptop. A split-second later Ryker’s laptop did the same. They shared a look. Ryker stared at the notification tab that flashed in the corner of his screen. A news alert. He clicked on it.
‘Oh shit,’ he said.


Thirty minutes later Moreno and Ryker were sitting side by side in front of a computer screen, watching as the leaked video footage of the fateful BBC Newsnight interview with Chima Muampa came to a violent end. For a few moments the two of them sat in silence. Ryker was horrified by what he’d seen, but he was also deep in thought about the content of the interview that had preceded the kidnapping.
‘Thoughts?’ Ryker asked.
‘Play it again,’ Moreno said.
‘Which part?’
‘All of it.’
Ryker sighed. He really didn’t want to. He clicked the button anyway.
Second time around the video was no less disturbing.
‘What do we know about where this came from?’ Moreno said when the video finished and Ryker closed his laptop lid. He definitely didn’t need a third viewing.
‘What sicko would leak that?’ Moreno asked. ‘And just post it for everyone to see?’
‘Perhaps a better question might be, why now?’
‘You think the timing is significant?’
‘It’s possible. The kidnapping was several days ago. Already people are beginning to move on, even some of Muampa’s most vehement supporters. We’re starting to see a lull in the protests and violence in Kilpassa.’
‘And now we’re gonna have to get ready to go through it all again.’
‘Probably.’
‘So it was Muampa’s people who leaked this? How would they even get hold of it?’
Ryker didn’t have answers to either of those questions, but something certainly didn’t smell right.
He opened the laptop again and went back to the video. He pulled the cursor across, taking the video back to the middle of the interview with Muampa. Something was bugging him.
‘The surveillance,’ Ryker said.
‘What?’
‘In the interview. Jenkins was questioning Muampa about what had taken place at his home. He had surveillance photos from drones.’
‘Yeah?’
‘So who got the photos? Who was feeding Jenkins and why?’
‘Could be ours?’
‘Could be. That’d make some sense given a BBC reporter had them. But if that’s the case why are we only just figuring it out for ourselves now?’
‘Because we’re lapdogs who don’t need to be told information that’s critical to our mission objective. Didn’t you get that memo?’
Ryker grunted in acknowledgment. ‘Yeah. I got that one more than once. Doesn’t mean I’ve ever liked to live by it.’
‘I’ve always liked a rebel.’
‘I’m sure you have.’ Ryker reached for his phone.
‘Time for the call?’ Moreno said.
‘Time indeed.’






CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


‘You’re telling me you didn’t know about the surveillance,’ Ryker said as Winter, phone to his ear, stared out of the windscreen of his parked car at the corner of the white wall that ran around Benyu’s villa a hundred yards away.
‘I didn’t know,’ Winter said.
‘And you’ve no idea who’s it is.’
‘I don’t. And that’s an honest answer.’
‘But it could be ours?’
Winter sighed. ‘If it is, I’ll be seriously disappointed.
‘Well whoever it is, they had drone surveillance on Muampa. Which possibly means they had footage from the day Muampa was taken. If we can get–’
‘I understand,’ Winter said. ‘If there’s drone footage of the assault too, we may be able to identify the vehicle Muampa was taken away in. And who took Jenkins and Strickland. I’ll get working on it. Is there anything else?’
‘What about the Russians?’
A sigh. Ryker had already explained what they’d found on Kirill Yakovlev. That was all news to Winter, though mention of Russian involvement – interference? – was certainly potentially significant.
‘I’ll let you know,’ he said.
Winter ended the call. He started the engine and pulled back out into the road and moments later he was outside the tall entrance gates of Benyu’s compound. The green jeep fitted with a hefty machine gun was still there. After lengthy scrutiny of his ID, he was let through and he parked up in front of the entrance to the villa.
Inside the main reception hall he spotted a familiar face. A rough looking bearded man with weathered skin and bloodshot eyes. A smart grey suit stretched over a heavily muscled frame. The man looked over. Showed no recognition of Winter, who stood and waited for his chaperone, whoever that might be today.
‘Afternoon,’ Winter said, nodding to the guard.
‘Afternoon.’
‘You’re another of the Cathcart guys, I presume?’
A slightly suspicious look. ‘Yeah.’
‘I’ve met a few of your team already. And you are?’
‘Brett Lewis.’
‘There’s certainly plenty of you about.’
‘You might have noticed there’s a bit of a shindig around here at present.’
‘Indeed.’
Off in the distance, along the corridor that led to Benyu’s office, Winter saw Engonga approaching. He set off toward him.
‘See you around,’ Winter said as he passed Lewis and on to Engonga, a man he’d met only a few times in the past, but who he knew a lot about. Previously one of Benyu’s closest allies in the Chabonese military, he had a past as dark as anyone else’s, despite his recent pretence in his role as a cabinet minister.
The two men shook hands and exchanged pleasantries.
‘Is he free now?’ Winter said.
‘Let’s go and see.’
They headed toward Benyu’s office in silence. Winter had no need for chit-chat. Engonga knocked on the office door and the two men stepped inside when prompted.
‘Peter,’ Benyu said, getting up from his desk chair. ‘I don’t see you for so long, then two times in a week. What is it they say in Britain about buses?’
‘If you step in the path of one it’ll turn you into mincemeat?’
A look of confusion flashed across Benyu’s face before his casual smile returned. Did he understand the veiled threat?
‘Lloyd, perhaps you could give us a few minutes?’ Benyu said.
Engonga looked a little put out, but he didn’t question the president’s request. Once they were alone, Benyu sat behind his desk and motioned for Winter to take one of the seats opposite.
‘Seriously, Peter, you must know how busy I am right now. Are you sure this isn’t something we could have dealt with by phone?’
‘Could have, but I prefer not to. I like to see the face of the person I’m talking to.’
Benyu shifted in his seat. As powerful a man as he was among his own people, he knew where he stood in the international pecking order.
Or maybe he didn’t. Maybe that explained why it looked like he’d been courting the Russians recently. According to Ryker’s intel at least.
‘I’ve only a few things to cover,’ Winter said, ‘then I’ll leave you to it.’
Benyu indicated for Winter to carry on. Winter took a big inhale of breath then slowly let the air out. ‘Actually, before we start, I’ve got a problem.’
‘You too? Join the club.’
‘You see. Chabon isn’t the only country in this part of the world I deal with these days.’
‘You don’t say. You really are Mackie’s apprentice, eh?’
Winter let that one slide. He was sure it wasn’t a compliment. ‘I just got off the phone with one of my colleagues in Ethiopia. You ever been?’
‘I haven’t. Should I?’
‘Probably not. Anyway. We don’t even get much from that lot. Not like here, with you. I mean, how many years have we been by your side now?’
‘Many.’
‘Many. And we’ve been loyal to you, right?’
‘Of course. And I’ve been loyal in return.’
‘Exactly. But over there…’ Winter paused and shook his head in disgust. ‘Russians.’
‘Russians?’
‘Trying to take over.’
‘Are they really?’
‘Really. And not just there. Every other country on this continent. The Middle East. Asia too. They’re dipping their toes in everywhere these days. Treading on toes mostly, to be honest.’
Benyu was looking more and more uncomfortable by the second but he struggled through it incredibly well.
Winter tutted and shook his head. ‘There’s this one guy. Yakovlev.’ Benyu’s faced remained still, blank, as though the name meant nothing to him. ‘The runt of their litter. Uses all sorts of bogus aliases, bogus job titles. A man not to be trusted if he ever comes around these parts.’
Winter paused again, looked down to the floor as if deep in thought.
‘Anyway. You hear anything from the Russians, from that man, you should tell me.’
‘Of course I will. Is this really what you came all this way to talk to me about?’
‘No. I wanted to talk to you about two things. Firstly Muampa. Still no word?’
‘You’d have heard if there was. You’ve probably seen the video has been leaked now?’
‘I have.’
‘No doubt to cause more havoc here.’
‘Tell me again. Do you know anything at all about who took him or why?’
Benyu paused and held Winter’s eye for a few moments. ‘Are you really asking me the same question again? I’m beginning to think you don’t trust me.’
‘Needs must. This is causing us as big a headache as it is you–’
‘I highly doubt that. The answer is no.’
‘And what about the two Britons? They weren’t taken by the kidnappers.’
‘How do you know? The video recording stops with them still in the room but I don’t know what happened after that. Do you?’
‘So you know nothing about where they are now?’
Benyu was still holding Winter’s gaze. ‘Nothing. Despite whatever rumours you may have heard to the contrary.’ He was as good an actor as he was a liar.
‘Okay. Well that’s it.’
‘That’s it?’
‘You’re a busy man. I’ll get out of your hair.’
Benyu glared as Winter got to his feet.
‘I told you I wouldn’t need long,’ Winter said.
‘Unless you have something better to ask me, or better to tell me, then perhaps next time you needn’t bother taking the time to come here.’ Benyu got to his feet and came round the desk.
‘I’ll bear that in mind.’
‘See you soon, old friend,’ Benyu said, patting Winter on the shoulder.
‘You can count on it.’


Winter was dialling as soon as his car passed through the villa’s gates.
‘It’s me,’ he said when Beauchamp answered. ‘Get the foreign sec and call me back in an hour.’
Fifty-eight minutes later, as he sat on the bed of the hotel room, the call on Winter’s laptop connected.
‘You have some news, I take it?’ Baker asked.
‘Benyu is lying to us.’
Silence.
‘He sat across his desk, eye to eye with me, and lied through his teeth,’ Winter said. ‘He knows something about Muampa. And he damn well knows where Jenkins and Strickland are.’
‘Peter, I know you and Benyu have known each other for a long time, but we can’t make big calls based only on your hunch.’
‘It’s not a hunch. I’ve already had word from Ryker since leaving Benyu’s villa. He and Moreno have found where Benyu’s police are keeping Jenkins and Strickland.’
‘What?’ Silence again. ‘But…’
‘Benyu is no longer playing ball with us. It’s time to make a move.’
‘What are you asking for exactly?’ Beauchamp said.
‘For permission to send a team in to get our people back.’
Another lengthy silence. Were Beauchamp and Baker conversing on the other end on mute?
‘You have permission,’ Baker said after a long while. ‘But non-lethal force only. Whatever is happening with Benyu here, he remains a close and important ally. We must avoid a blood feud at all costs.’
‘Got it.’
‘We’ll inform Lewis. He’ll coordinate on the ground.’
Baker, or Beauchamp, ended the call. Winter picked his phone up. Ryker answered almost immediately.
‘We’ve got the nod,’ Winter said.






CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


‘Now this is what I call a proper job!’ Halstead said before whooping and thumping the side of the van.
Moreno was driving, Lewis next to her. Halstead and Ryker were on benches in the back of the fifteen-year-old Mercedes Sprinter. It was dark outside, the time past midnight.
‘Don’t get over-excited,’ Moreno said, keeping her eyes on the road. ‘I don’t want you blowing your load back there.’
‘Oh no, I’m sure you don’t. You’ve probably had plenty of that from big balls here these last few days.’
Ryker didn’t react to the jibe. Halstead smirked to himself before looking away. Ryker turned and saw Lewis was giving him the eye, a half-snarl on his face. Or was that just his resting bitch face?
‘Seriously,’ Halstead said. ‘How is it working with Mr Personality?’
‘Stuck in a small hot apartment for days on end with possibly the best-looking hunk in Chabon?’ Moreno said. Her eyes met Ryker’s in the rear-view mirror. ‘Sounds like heaven for you, Halstead.’
Lewis guffawed. Ryker smiled. Halstead rolled his eyes. Despite himself, Ryker had actually missed the foursome being together regularly since they’d been in Chabon.
‘Okay, let’s pick this up later,’ Lewis said. ‘We’ll be there in two minutes. Time to get your heads straight.’
Halstead nodded, but then leaned forward to Ryker. ‘Seriously, mate. Are you two… you know?’
‘We’re not.’
‘Wasted opportunity.’ He sat back, shaking his head in mock disgust.
‘You’re welcome to try to charm her yourself. See where it gets you.’
Halstead actually looked like he thought Ryker was being serious. Ryker certainly would like to see the reaction from Moreno if Halstead tried it on with her. She’d probably castrate him.
Ryker and Halstead both slid across their seats a few inches when Moreno slowed the van, then jolted as they went over a kerb and she pulled the van to a stop.
Lewis turned round again. ‘Check your comms.’
The four of them pushed their ear buds in and moved to channel one. They each had tiny mics on the collar of their black uniforms.
‘All good?’ Lewis said.
‘Clear,’ came the chorus of replies.
‘Remember. If this goes south, we clear out pronto. Meet at the safe point.’
‘Got it.’
‘And you know the word from back home. No lethal force. This is a rescue mission, not an attack.’
‘Fucking shame,’ Halstead said.
‘Halstead, grab your gear, let’s go,’ Lewis said.
Halstead pulled his cap on, emblazoned with the green logo of the Chabon state-run electricity company, then grabbed his backpack and toolbox and opened the back doors of the van.
‘See you soon.’
He slammed the doors shut. Lewis got out too then Ryker climbed over the backrest into the passenger seat next to Moreno. She gave him a look. He couldn’t quite read what it meant. He got that she liked him. Luckily it seemed she got that he was more focused on their mission than anything else.
Ryker watched as Lewis and Halstead strolled down the street to wire mesh gates that led to the back of an apartment building. As Halstead stood guard, Lewis took a pair of bolt cutters from Halstead’s backpack and cleaved off the padlock holding the gates together. The two of them disappeared inside the yard to find the service entrance to the building. They’d head to the electrical enclosure in the basement to cut the supply for the building. Ryker and Moreno were going up top.
They sat in silence as they waited. Both of them watching the clock.
‘You think they’re definitely here?’ Moreno asked.
‘They definitely were here,’ he said, referring to the communications they’d intercepted, between Lloyd Engonga and a member of the Chabonese secret police. Ryker’s malware had done its job of infecting the electronic devices of some of Benyu’s closest allies. ‘Either way, we need to follow through. If they’ve been moved, we’ll find them.’
Moreno sighed but said nothing to that.
‘Ready?’ she said after exactly five minutes of waiting.
‘Let’s go.’
She started the engine and put her foot down and rejoined the deserted road. There was no one about on foot, no vehicles driving by. Not at this time of night, and certainly not in this part of town where the few buildings that remained occupied would likely be deemed uninhabitable in most Western countries.
As Moreno turned the corner onto the wider but no less deserted street that the building’s main entrance was located on, Ryker took the signal jammer from his bag. He turned it on then placed it back inside. The jammer transmitted signals on the same radio frequencies as regular mobile phones, disrupting the communication between handsets in the area and the nearest base stations. Being a small, handheld device, its effective range was only about fifty yards, but that was enough from where they were.
‘Okay, we’re in position,’ Ryker said as Moreno once again pulled over, outside the steps that led up to the doors for the building.
‘Three, two, one…’ came Lewis’s voice before a pause. ‘Lights out.’
The building’s few lit windows suddenly went dark, bathing the entire structure in shadow.
‘We’ll see you inside,’ Ryker said.
As he and Moreno stepped from the vehicle, a faint white glow appeared through the glazed sections of the entrance doors. Lighting from a back-up generator. That wasn’t a problem. None of the electrical sockets in the building would work with the main supply down. With phones down too whoever was inside had no means of outside communication.
Ryker, backpack over his shoulders, headed up the steps with Moreno. As he went his hand brushed his hip where, under the shirt of his uniform, he had a holstered Horhe pistol – a Russian-made gun specially designed for use with non-lethal rounds – that each of them was armed with.
When they reached the top step, Ryker looked to Moreno. He nodded to her. She took out a pocket toolkit that included a torsion wrench and some pins, and needed just a few seconds to pick the outer lock of one of the apartment building’s doors. She put the tools away, opened the door and they both stepped in.
They stopped for a second in the dimly lit entrance hall. Listened to the sounds of the barely used building. Heard some far away banging. Doors opening or closing? Muffled voices, distant and unclear.
‘Coming up to ground floor,’ Lewis said.
Moments later the security door at the far end of the hall opened and Lewis and Halstead emerged. Ryker nodded to them, then he and Moreno moved for the concrete staircase. The other two would stand watch there until Ryker and Moreno were in position.
On the fourth floor they spotted an old man coming out of his apartment. He was stooped over on shaky old legs and trying to put on a jacket in the near pitch black.
‘Sir,’ Moreno said, taking two big strides to move ahead of Ryker.
The old man looked up to her, his withered face full of concern. ‘What’s happening?’
‘We’re from Chabon Electric, it’s nothing to worry about.’ She took out her fake ID and briefly flashed it in front of the man’s eyes. ‘Just some routine maintenance but we’ve a small problem on floor six. We’ll have it sorted in no time.’
The man looked unsure, but Moreno put her hand to his shoulder and gently turned him around. ‘Please go back inside until the main lights are back on. We don’t want you falling down the stairs.’
The man muttered and grumbled a little but was soon back in his apartment with the door closed.
‘Nicely done,’ Ryker said as they headed up once more.
When they reached the sixth floor Moreno, still two stairs ahead, slowed in her step. ‘We’ve got a lurker,’ she whispered.
Ryker saw her hand go down to her side, to her pistol. Ryker did the same. As they came to the top step the man was in full view standing under one of the soft emergency lights.
‘What is this?’ he said, his tone firm and unfriendly. He was wearing casual clothes but had an obvious bulge by his side.
‘Nothing to worry about,’ Moreno said. ‘We’re from Chabon Electric.’
Moreno and Ryker both stopped. The man was five yards in front of them. The closed door to the apartment just beyond him.
‘There’s a fault with the circuits in the building,’ Moreno said. ‘That’s why nothing’s working. We think it’s a problem in 6a.’
He didn’t buy it for a second. The muscles in his arm twitched. There was no point in waiting for the inevitable.
Moreno was the quickest of the three of them. The gun was in her hand in an instant. Three shots fired before the man had even pulled his weapon into view. Each of the rubber bullets smacked into his gut and sent him sprawling and rasping for breath.
Ryker darted forward. ‘Lewis, Halstead, get up here,’ he said as he holstered his gun and grabbed cable ties. He quickly secured the man on the ground.
‘Do it,’ he said to Moreno.
Ryker crouched low, gun pointed to the apartment door as Moreno crept forward. She slowly turned the knob. Locked. The outside lock was easy enough to pick but they had to assume there were bolts or other security measures on the inside. Force was the quickest way in.
Moreno quickly unreeled the explosive strip and stuck it along the edge of the door where the lock was. She back-stepped four yards, crouched down with Ryker.
He nodded to her and they both braced themselves…
She was about to detonate the charge when Lewis and Halstead came darting up to their floor. Lewis, gun drawn, locked eyes with Ryker just as the apartment door behind him swung open. The barrel of a shotgun stuck out from the open space.
‘Down!’ Ryker screamed.
Lewis couldn’t move quickly enough. The shotgun blasted. Lewis jolted forward, shock plastered on his face. He fell to one knee, coughed and gasped. Halstead sped forward, unloading his gun as he headed off the shooter. Ryker went to Lewis. Checked his back.
‘You’re fine,’ he said with relief. ‘You’re fine. The Kevlar did its job.’
Dazed, Lewis nodded, then groggily got to his feet. There was shouting and commotion and the next moment a man was hurled out of the apartment and he skidded into a heap in the hallway, blood streaming down his face.
‘He’s alone,’ Halstead said, coming back out and holstering his pistol.
‘Secure… him,’ Lewis said through laboured breaths.
‘Moreno, do it,’ Ryker said.
Moreno nodded. But before she could blow the charge Ryker saw movement off to his right. With Halstead fumbling in his gear for ties, the man he’d disarmed moments before was on his feet and lurching forward.
‘Halstead!’ Ryker shouted.
Halstead could only half turn as the man sank his teeth into his neck. Halstead roared in anger and pain. Lewis yanked the guy off. Blood poured.
All of a sudden the man was like a crazed idiot, gnashing his teeth and shouting and writhing. He went for Halstead again. This time Halstead held him off and the two became entangled as they slammed up against the wall on one side of the hallway and bounced across toward…
Ryker saw what was coming. He tried to reach out to stop it. He couldn’t.
With Halstead pushing forward the man toppled over the banister. Halstead nearly went with him until Lewis grabbed the back of his Kevlar. The man shouted out as he plummeted before there was a sickening thump.
Halstead, wide-eyed, stared over the edge, down to six floors below. He looked to Ryker. Then to Lewis. ‘Shit,’ he said.
‘Fuck’s sake, guys, come on!’ Moreno said.
Another booming gunshot. The wood door of 6a splintered, sending shrapnel flying across the hallway.
‘Moreno, blow that fucking thing!’ Lewis shouted as they all hunched down for cover.
This time she did it. The charge detonated. The small explosion sent a blast wave across the hallway. Smoke and grit filled the space.
‘Flash bang,’ Lewis said.
Through the haze Ryker saw Moreno step forward, kick in what was left of the door before she hurled in a small grenade. The four of them covered their ears and put their heads down as the grenade exploded. The noise was horrendous – which, together with the bright strobe of light, was designed to disorientate anyone close to the blast.
As Ryker opened his eyes and lifted his head up, ears ringing, he saw Lewis and Halstead on their feet at the ready.
‘Ryker, Halstead, move,’ Lewis said.
He and Moreno held back as Ryker and Halstead headed inside, the lights attached to their pistols guiding the way through the murky darkness. They stepped over one body. Was he alive or dead? A shotgun lay out of reach of his unmoving hand. Further down the hall was another man, moaning and groaning on the floor.
‘Moreno, one by the door,’ Ryker said. ‘Halstead, check that one.’
Ryker crouched down as Halstead quickly checked the man ahead, tied his wrists and ankles.
‘We just want Jenkins and Strickland,’ Ryker shouted. He’d already glanced into two rooms they’d passed – a bathroom and a small bedroom. That left only one remaining room the hostages could be in. Ahead of them, the partially open door likely led to the pokey apartment’s main living space.
‘We’re not here to hurt you. Send them out. We all go home in one piece.’
Well, except for the guy splatted downstairs and the one by the door who didn’t look too good.
With Ryker crouched low on one side of the corridor, Halstead on the other, they shared a look and nodded to each other.
There was the faintest movement of a shadow beyond the open door. Halstead lifted his weapon and fired into the space. Not to hit anything, but to provide cover for Ryker as he raced ahead. There was panicked talking from beyond. Ryker lifted his foot and drove his heel into the door which crashed back against its hinges. Halstead was there immediately, by his side.
Both of them paused in the doorway and stared over at the figures in front of them in the dilapidated living space. Two men on their knees, two other men standing over them with guns in their hands, trained on the heads of the hostages. Except the two guys with guns, much like their hostages, looked petrified.
‘Drop the weapons,’ Ryker said.
‘We’ll kill them,’ one of the men said, sounding quite a bit more sure of himself than he looked.
‘No need,’ Halstead said. He lifted his gun and fired two shots. A rubber bullet blasted each of the hostages in the chest and they collapsed forward. The armed men looked even more panicked.
Ryker fired. Two almost identical shots to Halstead’s. A rubber bullet to the chest of each of the now exposed armed men.
Ryker and Halstead both rushed forward…


Five minutes later the four-strong tactical team was quickly descending the stairs, Jenkins and Strickland in the middle, bewildered and dazed, and likely sore from each having taken a rubber bullet to the chest.
‘You better hope they’re okay,’ Lewis said. ‘Any cracked ribs or lasting damage and you’re done for.’
‘Far better than it could have been,’ Halstead said. ‘We had five dudes with live rounds.’
Jenkins and Strickland said nothing.
Three of the five assailants were fine. The one who’d shot at them through the door wasn’t so good but was breathing. As soon as they were in the van, they’d call an ambulance for him.
The one on the ground floor…
Lewis kneeled down by the sprawled body, avoiding the blood that was pooling beneath the contorted mess. He checked the pulse and made a sour face.
‘It wasn’t my fault,’ Halstead said. ‘He shot you for fuck’s sake.’
Lewis said nothing.
‘Come on,’ Ryker said. ‘Let’s get out of here.’
They’d just have to deal with whatever repercussions followed.






CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


Muampa’s supporters had been back on the streets with a vengeance following the leaked footage of their leader’s kidnapping, and with no end in sight to the protests, the day after the raid to rescue Jenkins and Strickland, Benyu was pushed to take drastic action in a way that came so easily to him it seemed: a show of military strength.
With martial law in effect throughout the country, there was an uneasy cloud hanging over Kilpassa as Winter and Ryker sat outside a café not far from George Square, the centre of so many of the city’s recent problems.
‘You never saw this place before Benyu took over,’ Winter said before taking a sip of his coffee.
‘Neither did you,’ Ryker responded.
‘But I heard plenty about it from Mackie.’
Ryker’s eyes were busy surveying the street in front of him. The remnants of the abruptly quelled protests were still evident. There was rubbish everywhere, broken windows on buildings, some boarded up, some not, and graffiti defacing signs and brickwork. Few pedestrians were out and about. The military presence on nearly every street corner was doing the job of keeping the peace.
Ryker’s gaze fell on two soldiers, semi-automatics in their hands, standing on the opposite side of the street, scanning. ‘You’re going to tell me that martial law is in the best interests of this country?’ Ryker said.
Winter sighed. ‘I’m trying to tell you that this is a messed-up place, and it has been for a long time. When we put Benyu–’
‘We?’
‘Okay. When Mackie, the JIA, the British government,
helped to put Benyu in charge here, it was for what, at the time, was the greater good.’
‘Bullshit. It was because Whitehall wanted him there because it made sense financially. Don’t try to give me some moral crap.’
‘Since when did you care about politics?’
‘You’re right, I don’t care for politics. But I also don’t like it when I see people abusing their position of power.’
‘You’re saying that’s what Mackie did?’ demanded Winter.
Ryker didn’t answer that.
‘With Benyu in charge here, the levels of crime and violence plummeted,’ Winter said. ‘The economy boomed, at least as far as Chabon’s economy could be expected to. This was and still is a third-world country.’
‘Violence plummeted because with British help Benyu got what he wanted. He and his military quashed their enemy and took power.’
‘And in the years that followed Benyu has tried hard to move on from that. Believe me, we’ve worked very closely with him to bring this country into the twenty-first century.’
‘Yeah. Except over the years as he moved away from his military roots, the minority voice grew stronger again. He couldn’t take that, so look at his response…’ Ryker indicated the soldiers again, who were now busy harassing three young men who’d simply been walking down the street. ‘Martial law, and military rule, isn’t a solution here now any more than it was in the past,’ Ryker said.
‘Except it has stopped the violence.’
‘No. It’s quelled the violence. Until the rebels get themselves together and come back stronger again. Unless, of course, Benyu opts for a more final way to finish them. This country can never pull itself up properly until direct control of the military can be prised from the president’s grasp.’
Winter shook his head, as though disappointed that Ryker didn’t get it, or perhaps disappointed that Ryker did get it. ‘Why don’t we leave the theories of social evolution for now. Tell me where we’re at.’
‘We’re struggling to get anything meaningful on Benyu.’
‘On Benyu? You’re here to find the mole in his team.’
‘As far as I’m concerned that ship has sailed. Benyu’s secret police abducted two British nationals, and I wouldn’t be at all surprised if he was either behind Muampa’s kidnapping or at least knows something about it.’
‘The primary purpose of your mission still remains.’
Ryker scoffed. ‘Maintain British interests?’
‘Exactly. Which means supporting Benyu as far as we can.’
‘Even though he lied to you? Even though he had Jenkins and Strickland kidnapped–’
‘Even though your assault yesterday killed two members of his secret police.’
The guy by the door hadn’t made it out of the building alive. But then he had fired at them with a shotgun. Ryker didn’t feel too bad for his demise.
‘There’s always tit-for-tat quarrels in the world of espionage, but an ally is an ally,’ Winter said.
Ryker decided to drop it. Winter wasn’t going to back down from his position. Not while his career depended on it. Ryker would just have to find the dirt he needed to change Winter’s mind. ‘I want to speak to Jenkins,’ Ryker said.
Winter raised an eyebrow. ‘For what purpose?’
‘What do you think? He was there when Muampa was taken. I want his view on it.’
‘You’ve seen the video. What more can he tell you?’
‘Are you telling me that I can’t speak to him, or that you think it would be fruitless? If it’s the latter, that’s my own time to waste.’
Winter took a long inhale of breath. ‘You can speak to him, but don’t lose sight of why we came here.’
‘I won’t. But I’ve not seen Benyu for days. I can’t force my way back to the front line.’
‘Why not?’
‘I know he doesn’t trust me. I’m sure he’s been keeping others from Cathcart close, and me on the side-lines. From what I’ve heard he’s in a state of serious-pissed-off-ness, which will only have been further compounded because we stole Jenkins and Strickland away from his grasp.’
‘One thing is for sure, he’ll know it was us.’
‘Interesting that he’s keeping any Cathcart personnel around him at all then. Especially now martial law has been declared.’
‘Not at all,’ said Winter as he took a quick look around him. Ryker wasn’t sure why. ‘He still wants to portray himself as a leader of democracy. Not only to his own people but to the wider world. Much better to be transported about the place by white men in suits than by black guys in military uniforms.’
Ryker thought about that for a few moments, but had nothing to say to it. ‘So I can see Jenkins?’
‘You can. But I don’t see what use it’ll do.’
‘We still don’t know why Benyu kept Jenkins and Strickland away from us. What did he have to gain? And likely one of the main reasons he can’t and won’t use our raid against us now is because it was his deceit that caused this situation in the first place.’
‘Which perhaps brings us neatly back around to our other problem.’
‘Russians?’
‘Exactly,’ said Winter.
‘We’re still trying to identify the full cohort who’ve been involved here recently.’
‘The biggest question is, what do they want?’
‘Yakovlev is GRU,’ Ryker said. ‘From what we’ve found he’s served all over, was even involved in Afghanistan back in the day.’
‘What’s your point?’
‘He’s a military man. If he’d been FSB, that would be different.’
‘I don’t see the difference. He’s a spy who’s here to stir the pot and to make trouble for us.’
‘But the fact he’s military means something. Whether it’s arms sales or they’re working up to support Benyu in a military capacity–’
‘That’s exactly what I need you and your team to find out,’ Winter said.
When he said your team, Winter was referring to the fact that he’d passed day-to-day management of the data analysis team to Ryker. Although the team were slowly building a picture of the many interactions between Chabonese government officials, Yakovlev and his other Russian colleagues over the last few weeks, they were yet to identify who most of those colleagues were, or what had been discussed in the meetings.
‘We will,’ Ryker said. ‘But first I need to speak to Jenkins.’
Winter sighed, then took out his phone. He tapped away then pushed the device across the coffee table to Ryker, who stared at the map and the address of the hotel.
‘Suite 5c. I’ll call and let them know you’re coming.’






CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


Ryker walked to the hotel, less than a mile away from where he and Winter had drunk coffee. The streets in central Kilpassa were eerily quiet, the tension thick. The soldiers milling about the place were mostly young and stony-faced, but also strangely subdued, as though they weren’t really sure whether this was what they’d signed up for. Were unsure whether they were on the streets as peacekeepers or something else.
Keeping his head down, Ryker did his best to avoid soldiers by crossing the street or turning corners whenever he saw them up ahead and he made it to the Plaza Hotel without incident. He walked up to the glass-fronted entrance, stopped by the automatic doors. They didn’t open. He gazed in through the window and noticed the solitary female staff member on reception, head down, typing away.
Ryker knocked gently on the glass. She looked up at him quizzically but didn’t open the doors. She indicated to the panel by Ryker’s side. An intercom. He pressed the button.
‘Plaza Hotel, may I help you?’ came the cheery voice that was at odds with her impassive face and the fact the doors remained locked.
‘Can I come in please?’
‘I’m sorry, are you a guest of ours?’
‘I’m visiting someone. 5c.’
‘And your name is?’
‘James Ryker.’
‘Oh, yes, sorry. I do have your name down. Please come in.’
The doors slid open and he stepped into the cool interior.
‘So sorry, Mr Ryker,’ the receptionist called as the doors slid shut behind him. ‘We’ve been told to keep the doors locked at all times. Only guests and pre-arranged appointments allowed. Your name was down. I–’
Ryker held his hand up. ‘It’s fine, really. I understand.’
‘If there’s anything you need–’
‘Don’t worry about it.’ He headed to the lifts and up to the fifth floor. The corridor, much like the downstairs, was deathly quiet. No sounds coming from any rooms – no TVs, radios, talking, kettles, showers. Was there anyone staying here at all, other than Jenkins and Strickland? Ryker guessed Kilpassa was hardly a buzzing tourist destination right now.
He reached 5c. No sign of any armed guards, either downstairs or up here. Was that a surprise? Ryker knocked on the door, remained in plain sight in front of the spyhole. He heard the locks clicking then the handle was pulled down and the door opened to reveal a suited man. Ryker recognised him. A Cathcart contractor.
‘You’re Ryker,’ the guy said.
‘Yeah.’
‘He’s in the lounge.’
Ryker nodded as the guy stepped to the side and ushered him in. The suite beyond was large and plush and could have been in a top-end business hotel in any city in the world. Far nicer than the hotel Ryker had been staying at when he first arrived in Kilpassa. But then, he hadn’t been involved in a bloody kidnapping, nor held hostage. Not on this occasion anyway. Perhaps Jenkins deserved the taste of luxury, even if he was still essentially captive, until the JIA and SIS decided what to do with him next.
‘I’ll leave you to it,’ the guard said as he plonked himself back down into an armchair.
Ryker carried on through the reception area, which had three doors leading off it. Two were open, revealing a bedroom and bathroom. Ryker headed for the third door, which was closed.
He knocked. No response. He knocked again.
‘Who is it?’
‘James Ryker.’
He left it at that. Not that Jenkins had any clue who Ryker was, but he’d likely been told to expect a visit.
The door inched open to reveal an unkempt man, skinny, wearing jeans and a T-shirt two sizes too big.
‘You?’ Jenkins said, partly in surprise, but also partly in awe, perhaps recognising Ryker’s face from the night of the raid.
‘We need to talk,’ Ryker said.
‘Y-yes, of course. Come in.’
Likely deciding Ryker wasn’t a threat, he opened the door fully and headed over to a cream leather sofa in the tastefully decorated living room. Ryker shut the door behind him then went and sat in a matching armchair opposite.
‘Excuse the appearance,’ Jenkins said, looking a little embarrassed. He’d shaved since the raid, and his messy hair was now washed, but his clothes were a clear mismatch. They were obviously not his choice of attire, and he looked uncomfortable with it. ‘I’ve lost all my things, and they won’t let me go out and buy anything new. I told them my size but…’ He shrugged and held Ryker’s eye for a moment. ‘So you’re another of these Cathcart guys?’
He didn’t seem particularly troubled by his recent experience. More frustrated that he was cooped up.
‘Yes and no.’
That response got a raised eyebrow.
Ryker looked over to the closed door. Wondered if the other guy was trying to listen in. He certainly would have been.
‘I’ve been an investigative reporter for over a decade,’ Jenkins said. ‘I’ve done my time, seen a lot. I get it. You’re not just some security guy. Not even just a personal protection agent. Maybe none of you lot are. But you can’t tell me what you really do, can you?’
‘Not really.’
‘That’s fine. But I just want to say… thank you. I owe you my life.’
‘No thanks needed,’ Ryker said. ‘Has anyone else spoken to you or Strickland yet?’
Jenkins laughed nervously. ‘Strickland? I honestly don’t know. I know he’s next door but we’ve been warned off communicating. There’s been no official debrief or anything like that. I’ve not been given a phone or a laptop so…’ He shrugged and looked over to the side table where there was a hotel phone. ‘That thing’s disconnected too. Like I said, I get it. But I do want to know when I can get out of here. When I can contact my family.’
‘They know you’re okay. That’s the main thing.’
‘That’s not the main thing, though, is it?’
‘I can’t make those kind of decisions,’ Ryker said. ‘But I can help you. If you help me.’
A sigh from Jenkins. ‘Go on then. Ask away. What do you want to know?’
‘Why are you in Chabon?’
Jenkins’s eyes narrowed. A first show of distaste aimed directly at Ryker, rather than at the situation itself?
‘I said already, I’m a reporter.’
‘So who gave you the gig?’
‘No one did. I choose my own gigs. I was getting paid for this one by the BBC, but I’m not an employee. I’m a contractor, much like you are for the likes of Cathcart. Who, I might add, I know plenty about. I do my homework.’
Ryker mulled over those words for a moment. What exactly was Jenkins alluding to? One thing was clear, he didn’t seem particularly phased by the position he was in, or by who Ryker was or wasn’t.
‘So you work for yourself. You pick your own subjects.’
‘Exactly.’
‘So I ask again. Why Chabon? Why Chima Muampa?’
Jenkins let out a long sigh. ‘Do you even know anything about Muampa? Anything about this country and the state of the political spectrum here?’
‘I know plenty.’
‘Then isn’t it obvious why I’m here? On one side you’ve got an ex-military general who took control of this country by force, and who to all intents is still a military general who isn’t afraid to get the army to do his dirty work whenever he wants, albeit he likes to wears suits now. On the other side you have a disgruntled rebel opponent, who more recently has paraded himself as a legitimate political opponent, but who for most of his adult life has been involved in violent insurgency against the state. The term stuck between a rock and a hard place doesn’t really come close as far as this country is concerned, does it?’
Having seen the Muampa interview, Ryker was a little surprised by Jenkins’s tone. In the interview, Jenkins had seemed to object to Muampa’s approach. But Jenkins wasn’t exactly brimming with positivity toward Benyu either.
For the next ten minutes, the conversation went around in circles, with Ryker persistently pressing Jenkins on the purpose of his investigation into Muampa, and his findings, only for Jenkins to continually push back and sidestep the whole time.
Getting frustrated, and beginning to do a bad job of hiding it, Ryker decided to move on. ‘You understand who was keeping you prisoner, right?’
‘Then or now?’
‘You’re not a prisoner now. I thought–’
‘Yes, I’m not an idiot. I know it was Benyu’s secret police. Basically an arm of the military, rather than an offshoot of the slightly more genuine everyday police force.’ Jenkins scoffed at his own words.
‘Why do you think they took you?’
‘Well I’ve not exactly been showering the president with praise here, have I? They probably just wanted to ask me the same questions you’re asking me now, although in a more forceful manner.’
‘So they did question you?’
Jenkins’s eyes narrowed again. Ryker didn’t like it when he did that. It was not just a look of suspicion, but a look that meant Jenkins was trying to think how he could skirt around an uncomfortable subject. ‘We weren’t interrogated, if that’s what you’re getting at. There were no fingers broken. No electric shock treatment, waterboarding or whatever it is you enjoy doing in your spare time. No threat of violence at all really.’
‘You were being held prisoner by armed men. You didn’t sense a threat of violence?’
‘You know what I mean. And yes, they talked to us, but to be perfectly honest with you, I never feared for my life with them.’
‘Did you find that odd?’
‘Which part?’
‘That they took you prisoner but then barely even questioned you?’
‘You’d have to ask Benyu and his cronies what the purpose of it all was. I can only tell you what I know.’
Ryker glared at Jenkins. ‘There’s something you’re not telling me.’
‘Like what?’
‘You tell me.’
‘Well isn’t that an open-ended invitation. Sorry, but you’ll have to be a bit more specific. There’s plenty I know that I’m not telling you, but it’s not out of a desire to be obtuse.’
Ryker wasn’t so sure about that. ‘Okay then,’ he said. ‘To be more specific, the surveillance images you showed Muampa during the interview. Pictures taken from a drone–’
‘A drone?’ Jenkins shrugged. ‘Could have been a satellite, surely? I’m no expert. Are you?’
‘Maybe I am.’ Ryker left that one dangling. Jenkins squirmed a little. Yes, there was plenty he wasn’t telling. The question was why? ‘Where’d they come from?’
‘What?’
‘The surveillance pictures, Jenkins. Who took those photos, and how did you get them?’
‘I don’t have to tell you that. Journalistic privilege.’
‘Seriously? You want to hide behind that? Even after Muampa was kidnapped, his men killed, you taken hostage?’
‘It’s my right. I won’t divulge a trusted source. I’d never get intel ever again.’
‘Who says you’ll be working ever again anyway?’
‘Is that a threat?’
‘Just give me something. Whoever’s surveilling Muampa by drone, there’s a good chance they were there the day of the kidnapping. If we can get hold of what they have, we may even be able to identify the vehicle or vehicles that the kidnappers used. That intel could be the turning point in this country’s future. You can see the shit that’s taking place outside now?’
Ryker looked over to the window. Jenkins did the same. But his resolve remained. ‘You’ll have to find what you need another way,’ he said.
Ryker shook his head. He wasn’t just frustrated with Jenkins, he was getting angry. What is your problem? he wondered. After all I’ve done for you.
‘What’s happening here is way bigger than you and your poxy story, or even your career,’ Ryker said. ‘Do you really not get that?’
‘Here we go. Phase two. Sorry, but I’m not going to leave my morals at the door just to help you. I don’t even know you.’
‘You’re sure you want to play it like that?’
Jenkins scoffed. ‘Here it comes. Mr Hostile. Why exactly are you here anyway? I thought I was one of the victims in this mess?’
‘You’re sure about that?’
‘What’s that supposed to mean?’
‘Did you set up Muampa?’
‘If I set him up, why have myself kidnapped?’
‘I’ve seen far more elaborate plots,’ said Ryker. ‘Just answer the question. Did you set him up?’
‘No.’
‘You’re sure?’
Jenkins was getting hot under the collar now, his cheeks reddening, his fists were clenched. ‘Oh, wait, let me think about that one… Yes, I’m bloody sure. Muampa chose the location for that interview, he set it all up exactly how he wanted for his own safety. I didn’t even know where it was until an hour beforehand, I–’
‘So fucking what. You got there in time still. No reason why an attack team on standby couldn’t have gotten there too, is there?’
‘Are you seriously–’
‘Yes. I’m seriously accusing you of having something to do with Chima Muampa’s kidnapping. How else can you explain how the kidnappers knew about the interview?’
Jenkins opened his mouth but then thought better about what he had intended to say.
‘Whichever way you look at it, that interview was a set-up. Makes perfect sense that you had something to do with it.’
‘It’s not true.’ Jenkins shook his head, looking worried all of a sudden.
‘Yes it is.’
‘It’s not!’
‘No? But who’s gonna believe you anyway.’ Ryker got up. ‘You don’t want to help me – watch your world burn. You’re only alive because of me. You won’t even leave this hotel in one piece unless I say so.’
‘You’re bullshitting. You work for the British government. You wouldn’t dare harm me.’
‘You’ve seen what we’re capable of. And in your long career, I’m sure you’ve heard plenty too.’ He turned away and headed for the door.
‘You’re not being serious. This is just a bluff.’
Ryker said nothing. He paused at the door. Reached out for the handle.
‘Okay, stop!’
Ryker smiled to himself for a brief moment. ‘No,’ Ryker said, stony face once more. ‘You’ve made your bed.’ He pulled the handle down.
‘Please! Just listen.’
Ryker stopped again. He took his hand from the door. ‘You’ve got thirty seconds to change my mind.’ He turned back to Jenkins.
‘I didn’t set Muampa up. That’s the truth.’
Again Ryker said nothing. Jenkins closed his eyes. Bowed his head. ‘I’ll give you my source. But it’s not much. I didn’t even meet this person.’
‘Just tell me what you know. Tick-tock.’
‘Okay, okay. I got an email with the pictures, and an explanation of what they showed.’
He paused.
‘That’s it?’ Ryker said. ‘I said make this worth my while.’ He went to turn round.
‘Please! I’m telling you the truth. I don’t know who it is. We never met. We never spoke. Just corresponded on email. And on an online messaging site. Yes, I knew this person had it in for Muampa, but I honestly have no clue who it is, and I certainly had no clue about the kidnapping!’
‘Tell me the email address. And the details of the messaging site.’
Jenkins regurgitated the information. The email handle was a series of random numbers and letters, as was the username on the messaging site. It meant nothing to Ryker. But having the details could mean everything.
‘That’s all I know. I’m telling the truth. I’d show you but I don’t have access to my emails here. I told you that already.’
Ryker let out a long sigh. He put his hand to the door again.
‘Ryker, please! You’re going to let me out of here, right? I’ll be able to go home?’
‘If this intel checks out, I’ll put in a good word for you.’
Ignoring Jenkins’s continued pleading, Ryker opened the door and stepped out.






CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


When Ryker reached the apartment, Moreno was exactly as he’d left her hours earlier, engrossed in a deep dive into the data they’d got from Benyu’s electronic devices.
‘What gives?’ she asked as he walked into the living area and took a deep lungful of cool, conditioned air. He was sweating buckets from his walk back and wiped his brow before heading to the kitchen and taking a chilled bottle of water from the fridge.
‘We have a lead,’ he said.
Moreno sat back and turned to face him. ‘Thank fuck for that, cos I’ve gleaned sod-all this morning.’
‘Nothing more on our Russian friends?’
‘Next to nothing. Though I have come across a couple of mentions of something else that tickled my senses. Project Mars.’
‘Mars?’ Ryker looked at her, confused. ‘As in the planet?’
She laughed. ‘Yeah, it’s a rocket programme. They’re planning to send Muampa and all his supporters there.’
Ryker raised his eyebrow. ‘You could have just said “no”.’
‘Okay. No, not Mars as in the planet. At least it doesn’t seem to be. And not Mars as in the chocolate bar either.’
‘Then what is it?’
‘Hard to tell. I need to spend some more time looking, but whatever it is, we’ve got more than one interested party, and some sort of bidding for something. One of the email addresses we found that we think is for the Russians is involved.’
‘Bidding for what?’
‘Exactly.’
‘Mars. Roman god of war,’ said Ryker.
‘You think that’s what it’s referring to?’
‘Keep digging, I’m sure it’ll become clear.’
She sighed. ‘Yeah. Thanks for that. So what did you find?’
He told her about the email addresses and the messaging site Jenkins used to communicate with his secret source.
‘So we need to get access to those emails,’ Moreno said.
‘And to the online messages. I’ll get a request in to Winter to see if we can get it direct from Jenkins’s devices. With a bit of heft, and a bit of luck, we may even be able to persuade either the email company, or the people behind the messaging site, to give us details on who this person is. An IP address perhaps.’
‘I’ll leave that in your capable hands,’ she said, then winked and turned away and began typing at a furious speed.
Ryker swigged from the water bottle then took his phone out. He was about to press the green button to call Winter when Moreno stopped and turned back to him. ‘You might want to see this.’
‘You’ve found something already?’ He moved over and looked at her screen.
‘I ran the email address and the username from Jenkins through Benyu’s data.’
Ryker stared at the string of results. Nearly a hundred documents had been returned, mostly emails.
‘Let me see,’ he said as he stooped over and grabbed the mouse. He quickly scrolled down. Because of how Benyu’s data was stored and categorised in their system, many of the hits appeared to either be duplicates, or parts of the same email strings, but the fact the email address related to Jenkins’s source was in Benyu’s data at all was potentially huge. What did that say about Muampa’s kidnapping?
‘What about if you include Project Mars too?’ Ryker asked.
He let her take control again. Thirty seconds later the swivelling hourglass on the screen disappeared to reveal zero hits. Ryker deflated a little.
‘But this is only Benyu’s core data,’ Moreno said. ‘Not the government server data.’
‘What’re you waiting for then?’
She rolled her eyes and went back to it. Due to the volume of data to search, it took a little longer for the results to come through this time. But there were hits. Documents and emails containing both the email address from Jenkins and the term ‘Project Mars’.
‘We need to find out what this is about,’ Ryker said. ‘You go through the results. I’ll speak to Winter.’
‘Got it.’


‘You have absolutely no chance,’ Winter said. The fourth time during the ten-minute phone conversation.
‘Are you saying you won’t even try?’
‘It’s not that simple. Even making a request to the email provider places a marker. A trail back to me, back to you. That’s not how the JIA works. Plus it’s an American company and the last thing we need is for the CIA to get wind of what’s happening here. The committee would only consider a move like this under extreme and serious circumstances.’
‘You don’t think this is extreme and serious?’
‘What? A random email address from a reporter? You’ve no idea who the source is even.’
‘That’s kind of the point.’
‘You need more if you want us to take action like that.’
‘Then go through SIS and ask them to approach the email provider, leave the JIA out of it. Tap up the CIA or the FBI, what’s the worst that could happen? There has to be a way.’
Winter sighed, but Ryker wasn’t going to drop it easily.
‘Seriously, Winter. This could blow the whole mission wide open. If we find who gave Jenkins that intel, someone who is also in contact with Benyu’s government–’
‘I get it, Ryker. But you need to try with what we’ve got first. Exhaust avenues with the data we have.’
‘We haven’t time for that… if you’re too scared to ask, we could always just take.’
‘Are you suggesting I sanction you to hack into one of the largest email providers in the world?’
‘I wouldn’t know where to start, but–’
‘Good. Because that absolutely is not on the table here.’
Ryker was about to bite back again when his phone pinged to tell him he had another call coming through. He pulled the device from his ear and saw it was Lewis. He went back to his conversation with Winter.
Seconds later Moreno’s phone buzzed. She answered. Now Ryker was only half listening to Winter’s ongoing complaints.
‘Ryker, are you still there?’ he said after a while.
‘Yeah, I’m here,’ Ryker said, eyes glued on Moreno.
‘Then what did I just say?’
No, he hadn’t a clue. ‘Sorry. Lewis is on the line with Moreno. Judging by her frown lines I think it’s urgent.’
‘Lewis? What now? Thrown another ally to his death has he?’
Ryker didn’t bother to correct Winter that it was Halstead who’d done that. He was too busy looking at Moreno who was mouthing something at him.
‘No,’ Ryker said. ‘Seems we’re wanted again.’
‘Benyu?’
Moreno typed on her computer screen to bring up a news bulletin. Ryker moved over to read it. ‘Benyu’s about to come out from hiding,’ he said. ‘He’s planning on heading to parliament to address the nation. This afternoon.’
Winter sighed. ‘Then you’d better go and make yourself look presentable. We’ll pick this up later.’
‘But what about–’
The line was already dead.






CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


Suited up, Ryker and Moreno were soon heading out toward Benyu’s villa. They didn’t chat much on the way. Ryker’s mind was too consumed with the ever-evolving chaos in Chabon, and the information he’d learned that day that only muddied the situation further. He presumed Moreno’s unusual silence meant she too had plenty on her mind.
Military trucks and Humvees and jeeps were on patrol all over as they passed by the city. Even on the A4 dual carriageway there were remarkably few civilian vehicles, the presence of the military seemingly scaring most of the population into staying at home. How Benyu could seriously expect his country to not just grind to a halt with martial law in effect was anyone’s guess. Perhaps Ryker would get a chance to ask him.
Bizarrely, there were no more military personnel and vehicles at Benyu’s home than on any other occasion Ryker had been there. Was that down to the ongoing influence of the president’s wife? Or because he’d already stretched the country’s military resource so thin with the street patrols?
Once they’d been let through the outer gates, Ryker immediately spotted Lewis and Halstead among a group of other Cathcart workers, preparing a multi-car convoy. Ryker parked up and he and Moreno headed over.
‘About bloody time,’ Lewis said as he broke away from the group and moved toward them.
‘What’s the deal?’ Ryker asked.
‘What does it look like? We’re transporting the president into the city. Four vehicles. You two take the rear. Benyu goes in car three. We’re taking a direct route to parliament.’ Lewis checked his watch and rolled his eyes. ‘And we’re ten minutes late already so let’s get this thing moving.’ He turned and stomped off without waiting for a response.
‘Someone’s not had his happy juice,’ Moreno said.
‘Does he ever?’
‘Poor thing.’
Ryker looked over to the villa entrance. The doors opened and Benyu strutted out, smartly dressed and walking tall and looking confident. Ryker did a double-take at the man who emerged from the house behind the president.
‘Look who’s back,’ he said, nudging Moreno in the side as he stared over at Sunny.
‘Ah great, his presence’ll certainly brighten the mood,’ Moreno said.
‘Just imagine being in the car with both Lewis and him.’
‘It’d be a bloodbath. Everyone would slit their wrists… maybe it’s a new military tactic.’
Ryker watched Sunny, sullen faced, one arm of his suit jacket flopping by his side with the arm beneath in a sling, limp behind Benyu over to where Lewis was standing. The leader of the Cathcart crew spoke a few words with Benyu, pointing over to the cars in turn, likely explaining the deal for the convoy. It wasn’t rocket science. Nor was it the most secure transport plan Ryker had ever seen. But then, the military were already out and about here, there and everywhere.
As Lewis pointed to Ryker’s car the president looked over and caught Ryker’s eye. Ryker couldn’t read the look he gave. A slight smile? Or was it a grimace?
Either way, Benyu halted Lewis mid-sentence by holding his hand up, then stepped away from the dumbfounded Scot and headed over to Ryker and Moreno.
‘Long time no see, my friend,’ Benyu said as he approached, Sunny walking sulkily behind him, Lewis in tow too.
‘Indeed,’ Ryker said, not quite sure whether Benyu was being serious with the use of the f-word.
‘I thought maybe you’d got sick of me and headed home,’ Benyu said.
His words only further puzzled Ryker. He’d assumed Benyu had been deliberately keeping Ryker away, but was that not the case? Had the orders, the rota for guard duties at Benyu’s home come from elsewhere? Lewis, who’d relayed them to Ryker perhaps?
‘Not at all. I’m here as long as I’m needed,’ Ryker said.
‘Good to hear it.’ Benyu turned back to Lewis. ‘I’ll travel with Ryker and Moreno, if that’s okay with you?’
Lewis frowned, opened his mouth but then didn’t say anything. He looked at his watch. ‘We’re already late. I’ll need a few minutes to–’
‘How difficult can it be? Just swap the positions of the cars over,’ Benyu said.
He had a point.
Lewis huffed. ‘Fine. Let’s go.’ He turned and barked orders at the rest of the team who promptly jumped to action.
Ryker smiled at Benyu, then at Sunny, then moved over and opened the back door to the car for Sunny.
‘Good to see you again,’ Ryker said. ‘Glad you’re okay.’
‘Who said I’m okay?’ Sunny grunted before grimacing as he hunched over and plonked himself inside.
Moreno headed over the other side and opened the door for Benyu and soon all four of them were seated and belted up, Ryker in the driver’s seat, Moreno next to him.
A few minutes later and the convoy was on its way to central Kilpassa. Civilian traffic remained light on their journey. When they left the A4 to head onto the cramped city streets a hulking military personnel carrier approached on the opposite side. Ryker’s eyes followed it as it neared them and then blasted past. He glanced at the truck in his mirror, and then realised Benyu was staring at him.
‘I sense you’re apprehensive at seeing the army on the streets?’ Benyu said.
‘Isn’t everyone?’
‘No. I think a lot of people will feel safer this way. You saw the chaos here over the last few days. We can’t have Kilpassa being a no-go city because of thugs and vandals.’
‘Being a no-go city because of fear of being targeted by the army is better, is it?’
‘People have nothing to fear from our soldiers. Not unless they’re up to no good.’
‘Really? Then why are the streets deserted?’
‘Give the people time…’
It was a strange choice of words. How long was Benyu planning on keeping martial law going?
‘I like you, Ryker,’ Benyu said, though there wasn’t much warmth to his tone.
‘Thanks.’
‘I mean it. So many of you security types are just doers. I like that you speak your mind. Even though most of the time you seem to disagree with me.’
Ryker glanced to Moreno who was looking slightly concerned by the conversation. Why, he didn’t know.
‘There’s nothing much worse than being surrounded by yes-men all the time,’ Benyu added. ‘Everyone needs to be challenged.’
Ryker hardly thought he’d challenged much. But perhaps to Benyu, even Ryker’s few words of disputation were a revelation.
‘I did want to speak to you about something, actually,’ Benyu said. ‘Which is why I asked to travel with you today.’
‘Go for it,’ Ryker said, wondering, and in some ways hoping, whether he’d bring up the subject of Jenkins and Strickland. It would certainly be interesting to get the president’s take on events.
‘The little problem we had the other day at my home,’ Benyu said.
‘Yeah?’
As Ryker looked in his mirror again Benyu glanced around the car.
‘It’s okay, I can be explicit here. Sunny knows everything as does Moreno. Those bugs you found…’
‘What about them?’
‘I still can’t figure out who’d do that. Why, or when?’
Ryker shrugged.
‘I’ve been having the house swept every day since. Nothing else has turned up. I still find the timing suspect.’
‘Your house has been on lockdown. Whoever planted those originally wouldn’t be so stupid to do so again right now.’
‘Perhaps. Or perhaps they’ve found some other way to eavesdrop.’
Ryker paused to think as he slowed down to take a left turn. ‘Like what?’ Ryker said.
‘You tell me? In this day and age there must be something more sophisticated than mini-microphones. Software or hardware for electronic devices, for example.’
‘Maybe,’ Ryker said. ‘I wouldn’t know much about that. I’m just–’
‘Just a security guard? But you’re not, are you?’
Ryker again caught Benyu’s eye. ‘How do you mean?’
‘Well you found those other bugs. So you must have some knowledge and training of surveillance.’
‘Yeah. I do. But I’m no expert. Moreno, what about you?’
Moreno looked less than impressed at being put on the spot but she quickly recovered. ‘Like Ryker said, it’s not my area of expertise, but yeah, I’ve heard plenty about bugging inside electronic equipment. Some real high-tech stuff about if you have the right budget.’
‘I thought so. Which is why I had one of my own tech whizzes look over things for me. Including my phone and my computers.’
He let that one hang.
‘You know what he found?’ Benyu asked.
‘No idea.’
‘Nothing.’
‘That’s good then,’ Ryker said.
‘You can’t be too careful,’ Moreno added.
‘Oh, you’re right about that.’ Benyu fished in his pocket and pulled out a shiny black phone. ‘Which is why I’ve changed over all of my equipment, starting today.’
‘Not a bad idea,’ Moreno said. Ryker resisted looking over at her.
‘My thoughts exactly,’ Benyu said. ‘And I’m going to make sure no one goes poking around in my things again.’
Ryker ignored that comment. ‘It sounds like you’re on the right track,’ he said. ‘Except for one thing’
Ryker noticed the quizzical look on Benyu’s face.
‘You’re on the ball with technology, but if you’re really worried about this, then don’t lose sight of the most obvious form of spying.’
‘Which is what?’
‘Ears.’
‘Ears?’
‘Government. Police. Army. Friends. Family. Can you really trust all of the people you talk to, day in, day out? Any single person, even those closest to you, could be working against you secretly.’
Stopping at a red light, Ryker glanced at Sunny and held his hard stare. The sidekick glowered and looked to his boss as though offended by Ryker’s words.
‘You think I have spies among my people?’ Benyu asked.
Ryker shrugged casually. ‘That’s the biggest question of all.’


They approached the parliament complex a few minutes later, an uneasy silence having taken over in the vehicle for the latter part of the journey. The streets in the city remained quiet, with no signs whatsoever of any dissidents.
The convoy was waved through the wrought-iron gates and into the parliament complex. Ryker was a little surprised to see a military jeep parked up outside the steps to the main building.
‘You really need them on the inside here too?’ Ryker asked as the convoy came to a stop. With the cordon at the entrance to the complex there really shouldn’t have been any need for soldiers on the inside, and it would hardly help with whatever image Benyu was trying to portray of the separation of government and military power.
‘This is the first time I’ve been into the city for days,’ Benyu said. ‘As Moreno commented, I can’t be too careful right now.’
Ryker said nothing to that. He killed the engine then they sat and waited for a minute while Lewis and three other men got out of the other vehicles and scanned the deserted street. Eventually Lewis gave Ryker a thumbs up and he opened his door and got out.
The Cathcart team provided cover as Benyu and Sunny headed inside, Ryker and Moreno continuing alongside the president. Lewis came up to them just as they reached the top of the stairs.
‘Four of us will go inside with you,’ Lewis said.
‘Four? That’s completely unnecessary,’ Benyu said as they stopped at a cordon inside the main foyer, manned by three soldiers in fatigues. The last time Ryker had been here there’d been simple security guards and a metal detector, which was now over in a corner covered in a blanket.
‘It’s for your own safety,’ Lewis said.
Benyu sighed. ‘Very well.’
He explained the situation to the soldiers who after some deliberation and a hushed conversation with someone on their radio let the cohort through. Ryker and Moreno waited downstairs, in the main foyer, while Lewis and Ericsson, who Ryker hadn’t met before, headed across the ground floor to the inner quadrangle where the president was due to give his address to the nation. The quadrangle, out of view from any other buildings in the city, was not only safe but also recognisable, so that it would be evident in the recorded address that Benyu had really been at parliament.
‘What the hell was all that about?’ Moreno asked as the two of them stood to the side and watched over the marble-floored area once Benyu and the others were out of sight.
‘What?’
‘Was he calling you out about his phone and laptop?’
‘Sounded like it.’
‘So he knows you’re not just a Cathcart contractor?’
‘Maybe.’
‘And he knows you bugged his equipment?’
Ryker paused. ‘Does he? Or was he just fishing?’
‘Either way, if he’s changed all his devices it means we’re screwed.’
‘No it doesn’t.’
‘How?’
‘We’ve still got access to everything else, the government data, and whatever the malware is still infecting. And we’ve got the intel from Jenkins. If there’s a smoking gun in there, about the Russians, about Muampa, about anything, we’ll find it. And soon.’
Moreno sniffed, as if showing she wasn’t as confident as Ryker about that.
They stood in silence for a few moments. Ryker watched the soldiers at the entrance, checking people both coming and going. They were certainly thorough.
‘What do you make of that?’ Ryker said, nodding over to them.
‘To be expected, given where we’re at.’
‘Yeah. But would you say that’s more or less secure than what they had here before?’
‘More?’
Ryker didn’t answer.
‘Less?’
He raised an eyebrow.
‘Are you gonna tell me the answer?’
‘I don’t know the answer,’ he said. ‘But I don’t like it.’
They stood through a further few moments of quiet until Ryker heard heavy footsteps across the floor. He looked over and saw two soldiers striding across the marble. Not in a rush exactly, but certainly not hanging about. One of them caught Ryker’s stare before quickly looking away. He looked nervous. Sweat visible on his forehead. Ryker kept his eyes on them as they approached their fellow soldiers at the entrance. There was a brief exchange and the two men were allowed past and were soon out of sight. A moment later Ryker heard a roar as the engine of the military jeep outside fired to life.
‘In a hurry, eh?’ Moreno said.
‘Looked like it. And not much concern from their chums over there.’
‘Well, they were leaving, not coming.’
‘What about when they came in? You think their mates did a thorough job that time around?’
Moreno didn’t answer. Just continued to stare at the soldiers across the way. ‘What were they doing on the inside here in the first place?’ she asked.
Ryker didn’t answer. His brain whirred. He looked to her. Her face was creased with concern.
‘Are you thinking what I’m thinking?’ she asked.
‘Follow me,’ Ryker said.
He spoke into his mic to Lewis as they walked. ‘Have you got eyes on Benyu?’ Ryker asked.
‘He’s five yards from me, what–’
‘Pull him out. Now.’
‘Pull him? He’s just taken to the podium. The cameras are rolling.’
‘Then delay the speech.’
Walking at pace, Ryker and Moreno turned a corner, a long plain corridor ahead of them. Outside the windows to their right Ryker could see the temporary podium in the sunny quadrangle. Two cameramen at one end. Lewis and Ericsson off to the sides, scanning. Several government men stood around the president who was already mid-speech.
‘Delay the speech? Ryker, what are you on about?’
‘Jesus, Lewis, there’s a threat we need to check out,’ Ryker said, breathing heavily as he broke into a run. ‘Get him down from there!’
Outside the window he saw Lewis gritting his teeth. He looked like he was about to bite back to Ryker. But he didn’t. He couldn’t take the risk. Instead he moved from his position, turned and quickly walked toward the podium. The government men, Sunny included, all looked at each other questioningly as Lewis bypassed them all and headed up to the president. He grabbed Benyu by the shoulder and whispered into his ear.
Benyu, looking more angry than anything, said nothing as Lewis pulled on him and he and Ericsson corralled the president down the steps. Sunny approached them.
The open doors leading outside were just a few yards in front of Ryker. He could hear angry voices outside.
‘Get out of the fucking way!’ Lewis boomed.
Panicked voices now. They realised something wasn’t right.
Ryker and Moreno made it to the doors. Ryker took a step outside into the bright sunshine…
The blast wave from the explosion catapulted him back where he’d come from.
His back slammed against the wall.
His mind fogged over, his vision blurred… seconds later he was out.






CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


Ryker and Moreno were still at parliament three hours later once darkness had fallen. Both were weary, battered and bruised but with no serious injuries from the blast. The same couldn’t be said for everyone. Benyu had been whisked off to hospital in a helicopter. Lewis and Ericsson had followed in an ambulance, as had most of the other people who’d been outside. One government minister hadn’t made it out of the quadrangle alive. His body remained on the grass, covered by a white sheet as members of Benyu’s military police cordoned off and analysed the scene of the explosion.
Following the blast, the military were in charge inside parliament now, that much was clear. The fact Ryker and Moreno had been allowed to remain inside the building at all was something of a surprise, though they weren’t being let anywhere near the bomb site. They’d spent much of the last three hours simply sitting and recovering. Ryker’s ears still rang, and the taste and smell of burning just wouldn’t go away.
‘Why don’t we go?’ Moreno asked as her eyes followed a soldier walking by in front of them. The guy looked at them with disdain. ‘I think we may have outstayed our welcome here.’
Ryker was beginning to think the same thing. He looked to his watch. Rolled his eyes. He’d done the same thing a hundred times the last few hours, even though the blast had cracked the glass case and broken the internal mechanism. He took his phone from his pocket instead. The battery had gone. He shook his head. ‘We’re finished here, aren’t we?’ Ryker said after another two soldiers walked past, doing their best to ignore them.
Moreno pinched her eyes. ‘You mean finished for good?’
‘Whatever our secondary agenda, we were here in Chabon to protect Benyu.’
‘He’s still alive.’
‘We think he is–’
‘And if you hadn’t alerted Lewis that might not be the case.’
‘But we’ve now given an even bigger incentive for the military to take control of this country.’
‘We?’
‘We were supposed to prevent something like this from happening. Where were we?’
‘We were right where we were told to be.’
‘Exactly. So who was checking the podium? Who checked those two soldiers out?’ Ryker was convinced it had been those two soldiers, or at least two men posing as soldiers, who’d planted the bomb. How he’d go about proving that, with no access, he had no clue. ‘Let’s get out of here,’ he said.


They didn’t chat much on the drive away from parliament. If there’d been any question as to the military might on show in Kilpassa earlier in the day, there was none now. Roadblocks were in place every hundred yards. Groups of soldiers marched up and down pavements. Helicopters circled overhead. There wasn’t a pedestrian in sight. With heavy scrutiny of their paperwork, it took Ryker and Moreno well over an hour to reach their apartment, which was less than two miles from the parliament building.
As Ryker stepped from the car a military Humvee crawled by. The front passenger eyed Ryker suspiciously until two young boys poked their heads out from an alleyway further ahead and shouted insults at the soldiers.
The red tail lights of the Humvee flicked on as it slowed and the boys disappeared from sight, their hurled abuse fading as they darted away.
‘Brave boys,’ Moreno said, coming round to Ryker’s side.
‘That’s how it’ll start.’
‘How what’ll start?’
‘Kids in the street giving the soldiers grief because they can’t come out and play. Or because they’ve heard their parents badmouthing the army. Next, it’ll be teenagers throwing insults. Maybe stones and bottles too. Soon you’ll have groups of men arming themselves and ready to do battle. If he’s not careful, Benyu’ll turn his own supporters against him.’
Ryker saw the uneasy look on Moreno’s face. ‘Why don’t we get inside?’ she said.
They headed on up to the apartment. When Ryker opened the door, he wasn’t at all surprised to see the lights were already on inside. Which was why he didn’t bother to unholster his weapon as he stepped through into the open-plan living space.
‘Thought I might find you here,’ Ryker said when he saw Winter sitting down on a sofa with a steaming cup in his hand.
Winter said nothing but got to his feet when Moreno came up behind Ryker.
‘You must be Sam Moreno?’ Winter said, stepping toward her and holding out his hand.
‘Yeah,’ she said, not a particularly friendly tone. ‘I’m guessing you’re the guy who makes this one jump.’
Ryker clenched his teeth at her words.
‘Yeah, I guess I am,’ Winter said, smiling. ‘Peter Winter.’ They shook hands. ‘I have been calling you, Ryker–’
‘Phone’s dead,’ Ryker said, pulling the device from his pocket.
‘I’m glad you’re both okay.’
How much did Winter already know?
‘We’re fine,’ Ryker said. ‘I’ve no idea about the others. No one’s talking to us.’
‘Then let me fill you in,’ Winter said. ‘Why don’t you both take a seat.’
Moreno and Ryker did so. Ryker noticed Moreno grimace as she lowered herself down.
‘Most importantly, Benyu is still alive,’ Winter said. ‘But he’s not looking quite as good as you two. Several broken ribs, nasty burns, and a shattered wrist from falling.’
‘Where is he?’ Ryker asked.
Winter sighed. ‘I’ll come to that.’
‘Lewis and Ericsson?’
‘Lewis is better than Ericsson.’
‘The bomb was in or under the podium,’ Ryker said.
For some reason Winter looked unsure about that, but Ryker was positive he’d seen the blast, the flames, emanating from there.
‘Ericsson was behind Benyu and Lewis,’ Ryker added. ‘He’d have taken a bigger hit.’
‘He did,’ Winter said. ‘And he’s currently in a coma. Lewis on the other hand will be out of hospital later tonight with any luck.’
Ryker shook his head. ‘This is fucked up. We were supposed to be there to protect Benyu.’
‘Which is one of my big concerns here,’ Winter said. ‘What the hell happened?’
Ryker pursed his lips and shrugged.
‘The military wouldn’t let us anywhere near the scene,’ Moreno said. ‘I don’t know who’s calling the shots now but we’re on the outside.’
‘A far from ideal position,’ Winter said.
‘Can we get access to Benyu?’ Ryker asked.
‘For what purpose?’
‘For any purpose.’
‘It’s going to be difficult.’
‘The military probably thinks we’re the bad guys now,’ Moreno said.
‘But it was the military who did this,’ Ryker said.
‘Come again?’ Winter said.
‘It’s far from concrete, but we saw two soldiers leaving the building right before the explosion. They had no reason to be inside.’
‘Other than the fact that martial law is in play and there’re soldiers everywhere.’
‘No,’ Moreno said. ‘This was different. We both saw it. They didn’t belong. Whether they really were soldiers or just pretending to be, most likely they were Muampa supporters.’
‘Well bloody well find out who they were,’ Winter said.
Moreno and Ryker shared a look.
‘Is this public knowledge?’ Ryker asked.
‘No,’ Winter said. ‘The cameras weren’t broadcasting live, luckily. There are flimsy reports of an explosion in central Kilpassa but the fact so few people have ventured into the city today has helped to keep speculation down. Though the public aren’t stupid. Benyu announced a public address which didn’t happen. That alone is enough to cause serious suspicion. Which brings me on to my other point’
Winter’s phone buzzed in his pocket. He took it out and looked at it. Concern spread across his face.
‘That doesn’t look like good news,’ Ryker said.
Winter jumped up from the seat and, phone to his ear, stormed out of the room and into one of the bedrooms. He slammed the door behind him.
Moreno looked at Ryker and raised an eyebrow. For a couple of minutes they heard Winter’s muffled voice between periods of silence. Ryker and Moreno didn’t speak a word.
When the bedroom door reopened and Winter stepped out, his concern had turned to rage. ‘Scratch everything I just said. As of now, this is public knowledge. Everywhere.’
‘How?’
‘Because someone called it in. To the bloody BBC.’
‘The bombers?’
‘Yes, the bombers. This was Muampa’s people.’
Ryker and Moreno glanced at each other.
‘The two men you said you saw. They are soldiers. But they’re soldiers who are loyal to Muampa. And according to this message there are a lot more of them. They’ve basically laid the blame for Muampa’s kidnapping directly at Benyu’s door. Today was just a taster. If Muampa isn’t returned, unharmed, within forty-eight hours, they’re going to turn this country upside down.’






CHAPTER THIRTY


If anything positive had come out of the parliament bombing, it was the fact that the blast had caused Winter to sit up and take notice. Ryker wondered whether the same could be said for Benyu, though for now, with the president recuperating in a private hospital, he remained off limits.
Winter had agreed that he would act with more urgency in helping to identify the mystery surveillance source who’d been in contact with Dean Jenkins. Ryker left it at that. He hadn’t bothered to pry as to exactly what steps Winter would take, but he trusted that if Winter said he’d get the job done, it’d be done.
In fact, the call from Winter came just hours later, as Ryker was sleeping on the sofa in the apartment. With the phone dancing on the table, it took Ryker’s weary brain several moments to properly acclimatise. His eyes first fixed on Moreno who was still sitting by her computer, exactly where she’d been before he shut his eyes. The glare of her screen in the darkened room caused Ryker to squint and sent a stabbing pain to the front of his skull. He picked the phone up and answered.
‘Ryker, I got what you wanted,’ Winter said as Ryker sat up on the sofa and nursed his aching head with his free hand.
‘The email provider came through already?’
He checked his watch. It was nearing 10pm, so not quite noon in Silicon Valley. That was some turnaround.
‘No, we didn’t need them. The messaging site was the easier target. No big corporations involved, no one to get their knickers in a twist.’
‘You hacked them?’
‘Me? I wouldn’t have a bloody clue, but yes, I know a guy…’
Ryker tried not to be peeved he’d suggested that approach to Winter earlier in the day, only to be shot down. Progress was progress, he figured. ‘So what have you got?’ he asked.
‘Very little from the site, to be honest. As you can imagine, these places don’t require much by way of ID verification. In fact, the name and address for the user are meaningless.’
‘But you have found something?’
‘An IP address for the user. Which we’ve traced to an apartment in central Kilpassa. This has just come in. I don’t have any further info on who that apartment belongs to, how many people live there, whatever. But I can give you the address and you can take it from there if you–’
‘Just give me the address. We’ll go there tonight.’
Moreno looked over at him and raised an eyebrow. Winter recited the address and Ryker memorised it. He ended the call.
‘You fancy going out?’ Ryker said.
‘On a date? Yes please, darling. I could do with a vodka tonic or ten after staring at this crap all night.’
‘Go get your glad rags on then.’
‘By glad rags do you mean my lace undies and four-inch stilettos or my black combat gear?’
‘Whatever you feel most comfortable in.’
Moreno sighed. ‘Combat gear, I’m afraid. Though one of these days you might actually wine and dine me.’
‘When this is all over, you can be sure of it.’
He winked at her. She rolled her eyes at him. ‘Before we go, why don’t you come and take a look at this.’
Ryker frowned and moved over to the computer.
‘While you were sleeping, we had another breakthrough,’ she said.
‘Yeah?’
‘We got hold of Jenkins’s personal email account. Direct access.’
‘He gave us his log-in details?’ Ryker asked with a wry smile. If so, it looked like his scare tactics had done the trick after all.
Moreno shrugged. ‘No clue. Your boss sent the details over so hey presto.’
‘And what have you found?’
‘All of the emails between him and our mystery surveillance source. At least, what’s left of the communications. It’s impossible to know if he’s deleted any others without us getting hold of his devices.’
‘Or speaking to him.’
‘Well, that too.’
‘And?’
‘And take a look. I’ve found the emails attaching the surveillance images of Muampa that were sent to Jenkins.’
She moved to the side to let Ryker take control. First, he read through the text from the series of emails, taking in their content. Although there was nothing by way of context as to who the images came from, or how they’d come to get them or why, the emails themselves were quite detailed, explaining not just the times and dates the photos were taken but also what and whom they showed.
Ryker let out a long sigh as he opened up the attached images, one after the other.
‘What are you thinking?’ Moreno asked.
‘That whoever sent these knows a hell of a lot about what Muampa was up to. These images…’ Ryker indicated the picture on screen from Muampa’s garden party ‘…without the context being given to us, would you know this showed a woman, the wife of one of Muampa’s closest allies, being taken round the side of the house to be executed?’
‘No.’
‘So this person we’re looking for, not only do they have access to these images, they knew what was happening within Muampa’s most trusted inner circle.’
‘What are you saying? That our surveillance bod has direct access to that inner circle?’
‘I can’t think of many other possibilities.’
‘Many other?’
‘More wide-ranging surveillance is the other option. Bugs, the like.’
‘Kinda like what we were trying with Benyu.’
‘Yep.’
‘Which is an interesting point, because that brings us nicely back to what I wanted to show you.’
Moreno indicated back to the screen. Another raised eyebrow from Ryker.
‘What?’
‘Keep looking. What do you see on these?’
Ryker stared at the surveillance images in turn for a few moments. His eyes scanned across the people, the vehicles, the buildings.
‘I see… that the images can be explained exactly as they are in the emails basically.’
‘No, you’re not looking properly. What’s wrong with the pictures?’
‘Other than them showing a key political figure directly involved in torture and murder?’
‘Very good. No. Look at the bottom left corner. The top left too.’
Ryker stared at the areas indicated. He went to the next image. Then the next. Finally, he got it. Someone had done a good job with the pictures, but the slight blurring and irregularities in the corners of each was there if you looked hard enough.
‘They’ve been doctored,’ he said.
‘Photoshopped.’
‘But why… oh wait.’
‘You got it?’
‘It’s not the images themselves that have been changed. It’s the identifiers, the date stamps. They’ve been erased.’
‘Exactly,’ Moreno said. ‘Someone cleaned these up. Sanitised them. It means we can’t see when they were taken, what kind of equipment they were taken with.’
‘There’s only one reason anyone would care enough to do that. If this was just some guy with a drone he bought online, that information wouldn’t even be important.’
‘That kind of information might not even be on there if this was just a one-man band.’
‘No. But it would be there if this was official surveillance belonging to an official source.’
‘Like a government, or at least a government agency.’
‘Yeah,’ Ryker said.
‘Who are you thinking?’
‘It’s not ours. Winter would have told us.’ Ryker didn’t believe those words one hundred per cent, but surely Winter would have come clean by now if he’d known that was the case? ‘The Russians?’
‘Makes some sense, doesn’t it?’
‘There’s only one way to find out.’
Moreno smiled and got up from her chair. ‘I’ll go get my stilettos.’






CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


An hour later Ryker and Moreno were walking up Prince Street, a wide residential boulevard in central Kilpassa, the apartment building they were targeting a hundred yards in the distance. They’d already been past twice in the last twenty minutes, but both times they’d spotted soldiers hanging around nearby and decided not to stop.
The streets remained quiet of pedestrians, particularly given the time of night, and despite their best efforts at remaining unseen, they’d been stopped by soldiers twice on their walk from their apartment, a little less than a mile away. With martial law remaining in effect indefinitely, the military had also imposed a general curfew in the city centre, between the hours of 9pm and 6am. The only reason Ryker and Moreno had been allowed to carry on their way at all was because they had their Cathcart IDs and diplomatic papers with them identifying them as part of the government’s close protection team. Still, they couldn’t afford to be caught in the act. Ryker checked his watch as they walked along.
‘Forty-three hours to go,’ he said.
‘Do you really think Muampa’s group have got the resource to pull off a coup?’
‘Who says that’s their intention?’
‘What else could be their end game?’
Ryker didn’t know how to answer that. Plenty of people he’d met got satisfaction from nothing more complex than pure chaos and destruction. The big question was whether Muampa’s group really had the numbers and the firepower to overthrow Benyu’s government, or whether they were just bent on creating one hell of a mess until they got their leader back. Maybe they were hell-bent on that regardless.
Ryker and Moreno carried on their way. By the third pass of the apartment, with them pulling away from the street into dark corners every few steps, it was clear the soldiers who’d been around earlier were now gone.
‘So?’ Moreno asked as they watched the six-storey apartment building from the edge of a dark alley across the street. ‘There’re plenty of lights on up there. Without knowing which windows are the ones we’re looking for, we’ve no clue whether anyone’s home or not.’
‘No.’
‘Should we wait until morning then? Scope out this place some more in the light? Winter might have some more intel by then,’ she said.
‘We don’t exactly have time on our side. Let’s go in tonight.’
‘In the dark, against an unknown target, with the military breathing down our necks all over?’
‘Yeah.’
‘You really know how to show a girl a good time.’
‘You have no idea.’ Ryker pulled away from the wall his back was pressed up against, and stepped out onto the pavement. He scanned up and down the street. All clear still. But no doubt a foot patrol would be back any minute. They had to move quickly.
He strode across the street toward the apartment building. Moreno kept in step next to him. With just the orange glow from nearby streetlights, it was hard to make out much about the building itself, though from their quick recon online before they’d left, they’d found some clear images of the boxlike red-brick structure and had a good idea about access, both front and rear.
They chose rear, where there was a cramped car park with space for a dozen cars, most of the bays empty. The back of the building, which was dominated by a metal fire escape, had no CCTV that Ryker could see, but as he walked he kept his head down. With Moreno on watch, Ryker took out his tools and picked the lock on the outer door. It was trickier than he’d anticipated, and he could sense Moreno’s impatience – or was it nerves? – building as she waited.
‘How much longer?’ she asked after a couple of sighs.
Ryker didn’t answer. Just concentrated on the task at hand.
‘Ryker, come on! I think we might have company.’
He glanced over his shoulder and spotted the three soldiers in the near distance, walking down the street beyond the car park, large semi-automatic weapons in their hands. The military men hadn’t spotted Ryker and Moreno, at least there was no indication they had, but they surely would within a few seconds if they carried on their way.
Ryker focused. His heart rate was building, but his hands remained steady. Finally, he felt the pins push into place.
Still the door didn’t release.
‘You’re almost out of time. Ten seconds then we need to abort.’
He shoved the torsion wrench further into the lock with a sudden jerk. Heard another click. Twisted the handle and pulled open the door.
‘Go, go!’ Moreno said.
He stepped inside. Moreno pretty much jumped in behind him and quickly closed the door before heaving a sigh.
They remained standing there, silent except for their breathing, for the next few seconds. No sounds from outside. No indication at all that the soldiers had been alerted.
‘Talk about a close thing,’ she said.
Ryker put his tools away. ‘Just keeping you on your toes.’ He winked at her. The glare she returned suggested she didn’t appreciate the gesture much.
Ryker looked around. They’d entered onto a bland concrete corridor. Dim lighting, no one in sight. A sign on the wall in front of them indicated the stairs were off to their left. No sign of a lift.
‘Come on,’ Ryker said. ‘Let’s get our legs working.’
They saw no one on their way up, though with each floor they passed on the way to the fourth, sounds from the apartments beyond, mostly TVs, came and went. Ryker led the way on the fourth floor, and they were soon standing outside the door to 4c.
The door, painted red, looked much like all the others on the corridor. It wasn’t exactly plush here, but it was certainly better than the decrepit place where Jenkins and Strickland had been held hostage. And there was certainly no indication that the apartment beyond was some sort of safe house, or gang hangout, or anything other than a regular dwelling.
The apartment beyond was quiet – no TV or talking. But a thin strip of light emanated from the gap between the bottom of the door and floor, showing lights were on inside.
‘After you,’ Ryker said, stepping to the side.
‘Such a gentleman.’
Ryker made sure he was out of sight of the spyhole. Moreno stepped closer to it. Whoever came to the door would see only her face, not her dark combat clothing. She knocked on the door, and they waited.
After a few moments of silence, faint footsteps could be heard inside. Someone treading lightly, and shoeless.
Another moment of silence. Likely because whoever was on the inside was now peering into the spyhole.
‘Who is it?’ came the shout from within. A soft female voice. A local accent.
They’d already decided on a number of potential plays for how to get in. Ryker waited with bated breath as to which Moreno would go forward with now.
‘Hey, I’m from downstairs,’ Moreno said. ‘Sorry, it’s so late but I only just got back. There was a mix-up earlier and we took a parcel for you by mistake.’ Moreno bent down as though she was going to pick up said mystery parcel.
Beyond the door Ryker heard a latch release. Then another. The handle to the door moved down and the door opened a couple of inches. Then caught on a chain.
Between the gap Ryker saw two dark eyes.
‘What parcel?’ said the woman, her tone now more agitated, before her eyes flicked to the side to where Ryker was standing and went wide with surprise.
Moreno didn’t answer the question. Instead she straightened up, lifted her knee and thumped the heel of her boot into the door. The end of the chain tore from its fixing on the door frame. The door splintered and crashed inward and there was a thud as it smashed against the woman. Ryker glanced up and down the corridor then darted inside behind Moreno.


Five minutes later, with the front door to the apartment clumsily pushed closed, Ryker headed back into the open-plan living area. Moreno was on her feet, standing over the terrified looking young woman in the corner of the room. They hadn’t bothered to tie her up or to even point a weapon at her. She was unarmed and too petrified to try anything stupid.
‘All clear,’ Ryker said as he went and stood next to Moreno to look down at the woman. ‘What’s your name?’
Her twitchy eyes flicked from Ryker to Moreno and back again. ‘M-Maria Nneka.’
Ryker looked to Moreno. He held out the driving licence he’d found during his brief search of the apartment. The name checked out. There was also a rental agreement and plenty of mail in that name so she was definitely the resident.
‘You live here alone?’ Moreno asked.
Maria nodded. Another truth, Ryker believed. There was no evidence of anyone else living in this pokey one-bedroom apartment. No clothes or belongings or mail which were obviously not hers.
So what the hell was going on?
They could ask Maria that question. Either friendly or forcibly question her on what she did or didn’t know about the surveillance pictures of Chima Muampa, but Ryker was already coming to a conclusion about what was happening here.
‘Who are you people?’ Maria asked. Her eyes were welling with tears.
‘We work for President Benyu,’ Ryker said.
‘We’re not here to hurt you,’ Moreno assured in a more calming voice.
‘Then why are you here?’
‘We’ll explain in a few minutes. But first, where’s your computer?’ Ryker asked.
‘What?’
‘You’re a student, aren’t you?’ He’d gleaned this from her study books. ‘I’m guessing you have a computer. A laptop or a tablet.’
‘A laptop. In the cupboard by the front door.’
Ryker headed out and fetched it.
‘What’s the password?’
The woman told him in a stammering voice and Ryker was soon roaming around the shiny silver machine.
‘Okay, you talk to her,’ he said to Moreno. ‘I’m going to figure this out.’
Ryker moved over and sat down at the small round glass dining table and quickly pulled up a list of the applications running on the computer. In the background he had one ear on the conversation. Moreno’s tone was conciliatory as she asked Maria what she knew about surveillance pictures. Whether she’d had any other unusual visits recently, or been paid money by people she didn’t know. The answers to all her questions were no. Which only led Ryker further down the path he was taking.
Once he gained access to the directories that were usually hidden within the computer’s hard drive, it didn’t take him too long to find what he was looking for. After all, he’d planted such programmes plenty of times himself.
‘Come and take a look at this,’ Ryker said to Moreno.
‘Wait there,’ she said to Maria. ‘Don’t do anything stupid.’
Maria said nothing. Moreno came across and hovered over Ryker’s shoulder.
‘You know what this is?’ he asked quietly, pointing to the code on the screen.
‘Malware?’ Moreno said after a few moments.
‘Kind of. This code does infect the device in a similar way, probably from a link she’s clicked or a file she’s downloaded, but its purpose is a little different.’
‘Let me guess, a proxy IP for our emailer.’
‘Bingo. Those emails weren’t sent from here, they were only meant to appear that way because of this code.’
‘And she had no idea her computer was infected?’
Ryker looked to Maria’s terrified face. ‘Probably not. Even if she did, I’m not sure what more she can tell us. The important thing is to figure out where the emails really came from.’
‘Let’s get this thing out of here then.’
‘No need,’ Ryker said.
‘No need?’
Ryker typed away again, then pointed to the string of numbers on the screen.
‘You already found the IP address?’
‘Not just a pretty face, huh?’
‘Now we just need to find where that IP address actually is then?’
Ryker turned to look at Moreno.
‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘You’ve already done that too. I mean, you’ve been here for all of ten seconds, why did I ever think otherwise?’ He smiled at her. ‘Go ahead then, geni-arse.’
Ryker turned back to the screen. ‘I’ve got five different locations for that IP address from different online mapping sites. All are within a narrow radius of each other. You know there’s always a degree of error with these free services. Winter will be able to get us a more accurate pinpoint location in time, but taking the information I’ve got…’ He showed her the five points on the map on the screen, all clustered tightly together.
‘Kilpassa still? Then why the hell bother with the code in first place?’
‘Isn’t it obvious? What’s right in the centre of those five positions?’
Her face dropped. Now she got it. ‘Shit.’
‘Indeed. I can’t be one hundred per cent yet, but I’m pretty damn sure the emails to Jenkins came from the Chabonese parliament building.’






CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


When Winter arrived at Benyu’s villa the next morning, the president was sitting in a La-Z-Boy recliner in his bright morning room. Freshly out of hospital following the bomb blast, his face looked sunken, his eyes bloodshot. He had on a plain blue linen shirt, a blanket over his legs. He looked twenty years older, like he belonged in a retirement apartment.
‘I’m sorry to see you like this,’ Winter said as he took a chair opposite.
‘Really? Does my demise not give you exactly what you want?’
‘What I want?’
Benyu didn’t answer that. He turned away and looked out of the window. ‘I believe I’ve a certain Mr Ryker to thank for me being alive still. Again. He has a knack of being in the right place at the right time.’
‘You can say that again.’
‘He’s one of yours, right?’
Winter was a little taken aback by Benyu’s forwardness, but was there really any harm in being upfront with the man now? The operation in Chabon had certainly moved wildly on from its original scope the last few days, even if the overall purpose of maintaining British interests in the region remained.
‘Yes. He is.’
Benyu shook his head. The look of disgust was palpable. ‘I kind of had him figured out from the start. But I didn’t mind too much because I decided he was there to protect me. Which… I guess he has.’
Winter said nothing to that. The silence grew uneasy, at least for Benyu. He fidgeted. ‘What do you want, Peter?’ he said.
‘To help this country. To prevent an all-out civil war. No one wins from that situation.’
‘No. Civil war here, and the blood that would follow, wouldn’t really bother you. Only that the British will lose out if this country is destabilised.’
‘I can be bothered about both.’
‘But are you? I’ll ask again. What do you want, here, with me?’
‘We’ve uncovered some rather worrying information. I can lay it all out for you, piece by piece, if you like, or you can just go ahead and tell me what you know, and how we can make things better between us from here.’
Defiant to the end, Benyu gave a look of incredulity. It didn’t wash with Winter. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ Benyu said.
Winter sighed. ‘Very well,’ he said. ‘Right now Ryker and Moreno and two others are heading to your parliament complex. Inside they’re going to take copies of every single server in that place. Soon my people will have access to every email and every document stored electronically related to your government and its dealings. We’ll know who’s been doing what, who’s been speaking to who, and who and what has caused the current mess we’re in.’
Benyu was raging inside, Winter could tell. He was tensed up and ready to blow.
‘Please,’ Winter said, holding his hand up. ‘I know that’s not what you wanted to hear, but you can’t stop that process now. My team are looking for something very specific, though. And you can still do the right thing and help us, to save a lot of time, and hopefully to save any more bomb attacks on the streets of Kilpassa. After all, who do you think your people will blame if they know you could have stopped the next attack but did nothing?’
‘Did nothing?’ Benyu said through clenched teeth. ‘You really have no clue, do you?’
‘Actually, I think I probably do.’ Winter took out a bundle of papers from his satchel and slapped them on the glass coffee table between them.
Benyu glanced down at them but made no attempt to pick them up.
‘Project Mars,’ Winter said. ‘Would you like to explain?’
Benyu scoffed. ‘You could have been part of it, if you’d really wanted to.’
‘You?’
‘The British government. But you’re too greedy.’
‘Project Mars is a substantial arms purchase, right?’ Winter asked.
‘Our biggest ever. Equivalent to nearly an entire year’s GDP.’
‘And why on earth would Chabon need such expenditure?’
‘Why?’ Benyu said with a wry smile. ‘Peter, I thought you knew something of our past here?’
‘I do. But that figure is insane for a country your size.’
‘Which is exactly what we were told when we first pitched the idea to the British.’
Winter took that one on the chin. No one back home had admitted to having so much as an inkling about Project Mars. Who was lying to him?
‘We would have done the deal with the British, of course we would. We have history together. But your colleagues wouldn’t take us seriously, and that’s why we’re here now.’
‘No, but the Russians took it seriously, didn’t they?’
Benyu glared at Winter but said nothing.
‘You sat across your desk from me and didn’t even flinch when I mentioned Russians and Kirill Yakovlev. Military intelligence, isn’t he?’
Still Benyu said nothing.
‘We know what’s been happening here. The Russians were courting you for the weapons deal. In fact, from what I gather, no one else was even in the picture once we walked away. So why didn’t the story end there? Why not just get the deal done?’
Now Benyu couldn’t make eye contact. ‘You’re so clued in, you tell me?’
‘Okay. How about this then. The Russians agreed to supply you with dirt on Muampa. Dirt, surveillance footage, which someone in your government sent to the BBC in hopes it would ruin your opponent. In exchange for… what… how about a piece of some of those supposedly lifelong mining contracts your government has already agreed with mine?’
Once again Benyu’s silence was everything.
‘An offer you couldn’t refuse, right?’
‘No. An offer we tried to refuse, actually. You might think of me as a lesser man than you, a lesser leader than your own, but I tried to do the right thing. I didn’t want to tear up years of our countries working together just like that. I tried to rebuff them. I told them Project Mars was all we wanted, nothing more.’
‘But they wouldn’t listen?’
‘No. They wouldn’t listen.’
‘And so to get you to listen, they felt they’d show you exactly how powerful they are. By kidnapping your key political opponent, Chima Muampa.’
A long moment of silence now as Benyu held Winter’s gaze. ‘We didn’t know anything about it. And we didn’t want it.’
‘But you do know now.’
‘Yes. I do.’ Benyu smiled but there was no warmth in the gesture at all. ‘Who’d have thought it? That the plight of the man I despise most in this world would be the one thing that could send my own world to the brink of collapse?’
‘I need to hear you say it. Where is Chima Muampa? Who has him?’
Benyu heaved a long sigh. ‘The Russians took him. The Russians kidnapped Muampa, okay? And they’ve been using him to try and strengthen their position here ever since.’
‘Thank you. Finally we hit the truth.’
Another long silence. Benyu looked a broken man once more. ‘So what now?’ he said finally.
‘Now you’re going to help us get him back. Before it’s too late for us all.’






CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE


Winter had already explained the situation with Benyu to Ryker. In fact, Ryker had been the first person he’d thought of calling after his visit to the president’s villa. After all, Ryker was in the thick of the action in Chabon, and now that the threads of the mess were quickly unravelling, Winter knew that Ryker was the one man who could help him to see things through on the ground.
But he still needed to have it out with the top brass back in England before they took the next step. Plus, Winter was seriously – although for now quietly – pissed off that nobody had informed him of the UK’s knowledge of Project Mars. He wasn’t going to let that one slide.
Which was why Winter had now once again set up a secure call back to England with Jeremy Beauchamp, foreign secretary Liz Baker, and this time, at Winter’s request, Arnold Duncan, secretary of state for international trade.
‘I understand you’ve had something of a development,’ Liz Baker said after some little-felt pleasantries.
‘Where do I even begin?’ Winter said, still in two minds as to how to play the call.
‘Just give us the headlines,’ Duncan said, his arrogant voice grating on Winter. ‘We’re all busy here.’
That decided it.
‘Actually, let’s start at the beginning,’ Winter said. A sigh from Duncan. ‘Who can tell me about Project Mars?’
Silence. Well, he could hear them breathing, so they weren’t on mute, but no one was saying a word. Just as Winter had expected. He could imagine the stunned looks on their faces. Some of the faces at least.
‘I sense my colleagues here are going to need to answer that one for you,’ Beauchamp said, sounding perturbed. ‘I’m afraid whatever avenue you’re heading down here, it’s one I’m completely unaware of.’
Winter believed him. In a way, he was pleased about that.
‘Liz, Arnold?’ Beauchamp prompted.
‘Project Mars is a confidential government matter,’ Duncan said. ‘It has nothing to do with your operation in Chabon.’
‘Actually, it has everything to do with it,’ Winter said.
A further silence. Before muffled whispers.
‘Peter,’ Baker said. ‘We’ll give you everything and anything you need to know, but really there’s very little to tell. We were approached by Benyu in relation to Project Mars, and Arnold held preliminary meetings to discuss their requirements. Project Mars was a proposal for the Chabon government to purchase weaponry for their armed forces, but we determined the level of deal they were looking for was entirely inappropriate. That’s it.’
Was that really it? ‘Thank you for some honesty,’ Winter said. ‘Finally. Though perhaps if you’d been honest with your intelligence services from the start, a lot of the current problems could have been avoided altogether.’
‘What are you talking about?’ Duncan said.
‘I’m talking about the fact that the UK stepping aside led to the Chabon government turning their focus to the Kremlin. Or, perhaps, the focus was the other way around.’
Hushed muttering on the other end now. Winter had previously explained about what Ryker had found on Kirill Yakovlev, and Baker and Duncan should really have joined the dots to Project Mars back then.
Winter went on to explain about how the Russians, not content with the military deal, had been muscling in on the British mining contracts, and their subsequent direct involvement in the kidnapping of Chima Muampa.
‘This is crazy,’ Baker said, when Winter had finally finished. ‘You’re suggesting Muampa is now in the hands of the Russian government?’
‘The government? Who knows where this one ends, but certainly the GRU are neck-deep in his kidnapping, according to Benyu.’
‘So you’ve been led to believe by Benyu himself. But where’s the proof?’ Duncan said. ‘Have you had any contact with the Russians?’
Winter sighed. He decided not to even bother re-explaining that one.
Baker was next to pipe up. ‘Can you even begin to imagine the diplomatic fallout if we accuse the Kremlin–’
‘There’s no need for us to call them out,’ Winter said.
‘Isn’t there?’ Baker responded. ‘This is the twenty-first century. If what you’ve said is true, the Russians are using kidnapping and extortion for their own economic gain.’
‘Believe me, I’ve seen far worse,’ Winter said. ‘And we’re far from lily-white in what we do ourselves, wouldn’t you say, Jeremy?’
A brief silence. Winter could imagine Duncan and Baker staring at Beauchamp waiting for his response.
‘There’s a reason we have organisations like the JIA operate at arm’s length,’ he said eventually. ‘Perhaps just leave it at that. And I agree with Peter that there’s no need to make this an open political argument between the UK and Russia. But, what are you suggesting, Peter?’
‘The key objective here is the safe return of Chima Muampa. It’s the only way to help keep this country stable. For now.’
‘You mean the safe return of the murderous opponent of our ally?’ Duncan said, sounding disgusted.
‘What’s best for this country is a halt to violence, a halt to martial law, and the end to the threat of an ongoing terror campaign by Muampa’s supporters. Like it or not, his safe return is likely the only thing that can keep peace in this country right now. And peace is the only thing that can keep our economic relationship with Chabon intact. Which I know, Arnold, is basically the be-all and end-all for you.’
‘What are you–’
‘Arnold, leave it,’ Baker said.
Winter smiled.
‘Does Benyu have the power to negotiate the release of Muampa?’ Baker asked. ‘Is he in direct contact with the Russians?’
‘Yes and yes.’
‘And is he willing to negotiate release?’
‘He is. But I’d question whether that’s going to be enough.’
‘Meaning what?’
‘We could hope that Benyu, pushed into a corner as he is, will do the right thing now. Contact the Russians and agree to their terms for the release of Muampa. Yes, he’d have to bite the bullet and give away far more value to the Russians than he’d ever intended–’
‘Which would lead to us losing out big time,’ Duncan said. ‘I find that a completely unacceptable solution. We’ve worked hard for years to strengthen our position in Chabon.’
‘Which is why I’m suggesting another way,’ Winter said.
‘Go on,’ Baker said.
‘We play the Russians at their own game.’
‘Are you saying–’
‘I’m saying first we level this playing field. And then we negotiate.’






CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR


When Ryker and Moreno walked into Benyu’s office, Ryker was surprised to see the president suited up and looking relaxed and cheery, his old confident self. Winter had relayed details of the meeting the two men had two days previously, and how Benyu had looked like a broken man then. Given the turn of events over the last few days, where was Benyu’s sense of power still coming from? Was it all a façade? Or was there another reason for his revitalisation?
Benyu stood up from his desk chair and came round and extended his hand. ‘You must be Sam Moreno, ah, and you’re James Ryker, right?’
Moreno and Ryker shared a quizzical look as they both shook Benyu’s hand in turn.
‘After all, this is the first time we’ve properly met each other, isn’t it?’ Benyu added, seemingly fine with the position he was in. ‘No more pretence about you two now, so let’s do this with our masks removed.’
Was the guy on something?
Benyu went back to his chair and sat down. Moreno and Ryker remained standing.
‘So tell me, how is this going to work?’ Benyu asked.
‘Just stay where you are. Act natural,’ Ryker said. But what was natural to Benyu?
‘Take a seat if you like,’ Benyu said, indicating the chairs in front of his desk.
‘No need,’ Ryker said before checking his watch. Still ten minutes to go until the planned meeting. It was going to be ten long minutes, that was for sure.
The silence in the room quickly grew uncomfortable. Benyu fidgeted. ‘I wanted to say thank you. To both of you. For the other day.’
‘No thanks needed,’ Ryker said.
‘That’s not true. I’m alive because of you two. How is your colleague doing?’
‘Ericsson? He’s–’
‘Although I guess he’s not really your colleague after all, is he?’
Ryker glared at Benyu.
‘He’s improving,’ Moreno said. ‘He’ll be in hospital for a while yet, but he’ll live, and from what I’ve heard there’s a good chance of him making a full recovery.’
‘Once again, all thanks to you two.’
Ryker checked his watch again then whispered into Moreno’s ear.
‘It’s fine. You two just go ahead and plot in front of me,’ Benyu said.
Ryker resisted the urge to bite back. Whether Benyu was actually trying for a reaction, or was simply showing his disgruntlement in his own way, Ryker didn’t know. Nor did he particularly care.
Benyu’s phone chimed. He picked it up and looked at the screen. ‘They’re here,’ Benyu said, getting to his feet.
‘No.’ Ryker held his hand up. ‘You stay put. Wait for them to come to us.’
‘What? You don’t trust me?’ Benyu said.
‘Not even a little,’ Ryker said.
That wiped any remaining niceties from Benyu’s demeanour. About bloody time. ‘You know, if I really wanted, I could just have you two arrested here and now. This is my country. You’d never see daylight again.’
Ryker held Benyu’s eye. ‘Try it,’ Ryker said. ‘See where it lands you when any remaining support from the British disappears, and Muampa’s supporters start blowing up your capital.’
Benyu’s face twitched – rage? – but he said nothing more.
Outside the closed office door, Ryker could hear footsteps. It sounded like only three sets. A good first sign. Despite his display of confidence with Benyu, it hadn’t escaped Ryker’s attention that he and Moreno really had entered the wolf’s lair today. Benyu could quite easily have them locked up or even executed on the spot if he wanted. As skilled as both Ryker and Moreno were, they couldn’t take on an entire army if Benyu wanted to turn the tables here. So it was a relief to hear just the three sets of footsteps approaching, and a relaxed and steady approach at that, rather than a gun-clanging march.
Still, when that door opened in a few moments, Ryker and Moreno would have to be ready…
They could hear voices now outside the door, getting louder by the second. Ryker and Moreno moved either side of the doorway. The footsteps outside stopped. A knock on the door.
‘Come in,’ Benyu said.
Ryker glanced at him. He looked seriously nervous now. Where were his good acting skills when he really needed them? Ryker caught Moreno’s eye. He gave her a determined nod which she returned as her hand went down to her side. Ryker’s fingers snaked around the stun gun in his pocket.
Moreno and Ryker both turned their gaze to the door. The handle was depressed, the door inched open. Engonga was standing there, the two guests behind him and for now out of sight. Ryker and Moreno both shuffled back another half step, hoping to stay out of view from the guests as long as possible.
Engonga moved out of the way. Ryker caught sight of a shiny black loafer as the first man stepped forward into the doorway. Then his leg, then his tailored suit. Finally, his head. He was as tall as Ryker, slightly slimmer in build. Ryker didn’t recognise his face.
‘President, thank you–’
‘Now!’ Ryker shouted.
He burst forward. Moreno did the same. She went for the man in front. Ryker manoeuvred into the doorway where Engonga was quickly skulking away. The second man in the party, standing right there in front of Ryker, was the prize. He was shorter than Ryker but thick framed and with gnarled features. Kirill Yakovlev.
Behind him Ryker heard a shout of surprise, then a fizzle and crackle as Moreno pressed the stun gun into the first man’s side. Job done for her. The guy had no chance.
But Yakovlev had a split second more reaction time. It was all he needed to back-step and take a defensive position. As Ryker lurched forward, stun gun in hand, Yakovlev blocked Ryker’s arm, spun and aimed to plant his elbow into Ryker’s temple. Ryker just managed to block, though the blow caught a nerve in his upper arm that shot a wave of pain through into his neck.
He went forward again, Yakovlev again moved quickly to defend. He caught Ryker’s arm, twisted it round, yanked down and swiped Ryker’s legs as he pulled him onto the floor. On the thick carpet the two men grappled. Ryker tried relentlessly to get the stun gun onto Yakovlev’s body, but the Russian blocked each time.
‘Ryker, for God’s sake,’ Moreno shouted.
Ryker took a fist to the jaw, then another to his eye. He used his free hand to pummel Yakovlev’s side.
Then, as Ryker made to writhe away, to give Moreno the chance to attack, Yakovlev decided to act dirty. He hauled his knee up into Ryker’s groin. With Ryker reeling, Yakovlev launched his head onto Ryker’s nose.
‘Come on!’ Moreno shouted.
‘This is a fucking disaster!’ Ryker heard Benyu shout from somewhere beyond.
Hearing the president’s voice was enough to summon an inner rage in Ryker. If Yakovlev wanted to play dirty…
Ryker dropped the stun gun. He reached down. Pulled the knife from the sheath on his side and plunged it into Yakovlev’s thigh.
Yakovlev squirmed and yelped. He clawed at Ryker’s back and his arms. Ryker pulled the knife out of Yakovlev’s leg. Thrust it in again and twisted the blade. Then when he next withdrew it, he jumped up and planted his weight onto Yakovlev’s torso and forced the Russian’s head into the carpet with his forearm and pushed the knife up against the skin on his neck.
‘Move and you’re dead,’ Ryker said.
The next second, he saw Moreno in his peripheral vision, and he heard that same fizzle and crackle. Yakovlev’s body jolted and jerked uncontrollably as the surge of electricity swept through him, overwhelmed his nervous system and caused his muscles to lock up. His eyes wide, blood and spittle dribbled from his mouth.
Ryker dropped the knife, took cable ties from his pockets and quickly secured the prisoner before pulling a sack over his head.
Chest heaving from exertion, blood dripping down his face from a cut on his eye, Ryker slumped on the floor next to the Russian. He glanced over at Engonga, who was a couple of yards away. The politician looked shocked at what he’d just witnessed. Then Ryker looked to Moreno, who was hunched down the other side of Yakovlev. She seemed untroubled, not even out of breath.
Benyu appeared in the open doorway to his office. ‘You’re a goddamn animal,’ he said to Ryker as he stared down at the bound man.
‘You do like a bit of excitement, don’t you,’ Moreno said as she straightened up.
‘Just get out of here! Both of you,’ Benyu said.
‘Come on, then,’ Ryker said to Moreno before getting back to his feet. He grabbed the semi-conscious Yakovlev under his armpits. ‘Time to get this show on the road.’






CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE


A fraught few days were finally coming to an end. With any luck, not only would Chima Muampa be safely back at home by the end of the day, but it wouldn’t be long before Peter Winter could leave Chabon behind him for good.
Talk about a shit-show of an operation, though. Typical that Ryker’s first official job for the JIA in years had gone this way.
At least with Yakovlev in their custody, those pulling the strings on the Russian side of the divide had come to their senses and agreed on a hostage exchange. There’d been a very realistic possibility that kidnapping a member of the GRU would only lead to a diplomatic crisis between the UK and Russia, but Winter had believed the risk to be worth it. As it turned out, taking a Russian intelligence agent into their hands had simply evened the playing field in Chabon. And with the exchange agreed, it had been possible to make a plea to Muampa’s band of rebels to call off any further attacks.
For now at least, they were respecting that call.
The second man that Moreno and Ryker had taken captive back at Benyu’s villa, three days before, turned out to be a senior official for the Russian Ministry of Defence. A key party in their ‘negotiations’ with the Chabon government. He’d already been set free at Winter’s behest. A show of generosity on the part of both the British and the Chabon governments.
Now it was time for the final exchange.
Lewis and Halstead had once again been brought into the fold for this one, though Ryker was the team leader for today. From the comfort of his hotel room in central Kilpassa, Winter had direct access to the team’s comms, though as far as he could he would keep his mouth shut. In fact, he had his headset on mute as he listened to the foursome’s banter as they travelled through the jungle to the remote airfield.
He smiled at the flak Ryker and Moreno were taking from Halstead in particular. Perhaps when this was all over, he’d recommend Moreno and Ryker take some time off together. It was about time Ryker had a healthy relationship with another human being again.
‘Check your equipment,’ Ryker said, his tone serious. ‘We’re nearly there.’
Winter heard clicks and thuds as the team readied.
‘Everyone switch to channel two,’ Ryker said.
Winter didn’t need to. He had a separate patch into Ryker’s gear.
For the next couple of minutes there was no talking. Only the roar of thick tyres on dusty ground.
Then the roar died down.
‘We’re here,’ Lewis said.
Winter realised his heart was already thudding in his chest. He was nervous, no doubt about it. How on earth did Ryker and the others feel, in the thick of it?
Most likely calm as anything. Which was why Winter was sitting in a hotel room, and they were sitting in a Land Cruiser in the jungle, all tooled up and ready to go.
‘Into position,’ Ryker said.
This was it.
A few more minutes passed. No chit-chat now. Winter checked his watch over and over. Several times he had to resist the urge to unmute his mic and ask for an update.
‘I’ve got eyes on the pilot,’ Moreno said at last. ‘No one else in sight.’
‘Same,’ Halstead said.
Then more silence. Except for breathing, sounding a little heavier now than before.
‘You’re Ryker,’ came a distant voice.
‘Yeah,’ Ryker said. ‘You have our guy?’
‘He’s inside.’
‘Bring him on out then.’
‘And this is ours?’
‘Take a look.’
Rustling. Likely as Yakovlev was revealed. Was it wise to have shown them their prize asset before they’d had sight of Muampa? Winter’s finger hovered over the unmute button again.
No. Keep calm. Ryker knew what he was doing.
‘He’s all yours,’ a man’s voice said after what seemed like an eternity.
‘We’re done here,’ Ryker said.
Winter heaved a sigh of relief. He sat back in his chair. This was almost over now.
A knock on the door of the hotel room. Winter held his breath.
‘Everything okay, boss?’ came Halstead’s voice in his ear.
‘Hold position,’ Ryker said. ‘Wait until they’re taxiing, then we’re good.’
Another knock on the bedroom door.
What the fuck?
Winter got to his feet. He looked over at the door. His hand was on his headset, ready to take it off. He just wanted to make sure the team were done and on their way.
Another knock. More forcibly this time. ‘Mr Winter. Please open the door. I have an urgent message for you.’ A female voice. It sounded like the receptionist from downstairs.
He picked up his phone. No messages or missed calls on there. So who was trying to contact him? He was only half listening to the conversation in his ear now.
Another knock on the door.
‘What is this?’ Lewis shouted suddenly as the background noise in Winter’s ear grew to a loud roar.
That wasn’t good. What the hell was happening there?
‘Take that chopper down!’ Ryker shouted. ‘We need to get Muampa out of here.’
Gunfire erupted.
Shit.
Winter pulled the headset off. He quickly but quietly stepped over to the bed and took the Glock from under the table.
‘Mr Winter, please.’
He took a step from the bed, back toward his computer. Something was wrong. Very wrong. He needed to contact London.
Another knock on the door. Winter whipped the gun that way. He realised it was shaking in his hand. ‘Who–’
The door exploded. The wood splintered into tiny pieces. Winter was thrown back and landed in a crumpled heap on the floor.
His ears rang. The ceiling spun. He was only partially aware of the feet rushing around him as he drifted to unconsciousness.






CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX


The sounds of combustion engines and pounding tyres and people shouting had slowly faded away behind Ryker, taken over by his own grunting and pained breaths as he traipsed through the thick jungle, the M4 still clutched in his hands. Ryker was sweating profusely, his damaged body spent of energy and running on nothing but adrenaline and survival instinct now.
Only when he was sure he was a safe distance from the assault team at the airstrip, and with no sign of anyone behind him, did he stop to take stock.
How far had he run already?
He took one last look behind him then collapsed onto the undergrowth on the hard jungle floor, his back up against the trunk of a mahogany tree. He rested his head against the bark and looked up. The blue sky beyond the dark green tree canopy swirled. He was delirious, not just with pain but with exhaustion which was further exacerbated by the heat of the day.
A twig snapped somewhere off to his right. He whipped the M4 up and held his breath.
He saw nothing. Heard nothing. But he kept the gun there, in position, for more than two minutes, trying to make as little sound as possible.
His breathing calmed in that time. The sounds of the jungle took over. The clicks and calls of animals. The rustle of swaying branches and leaves.
He realised he still had his earbud in, though everything was now silent. None of his team were alive.
No. There was Winter. He was still in his hotel back in Kilpassa. But Ryker hadn’t heard a word from him on the comms the whole time.
‘Winter,’ Ryker said, his voice sounding distant and strained. ‘Winter, do you hear me?’
Nothing but silence in return. Had the commander even heard what had happened or had the comms gone down when their Land Cruiser exploded?
He reached down to his side and pulled his phone out of his pocket. The screen was smashed beyond use. He dropped it to the floor. Pulled the earbud out and tossed it away in anger and frustration. Without the bud in his ear, the sounds around him took on a whole new eeriness.
One thing was for sure, he couldn’t stay where he was. He was injured. He was desperate for water. And he had no clue if the assault team would come looking for him.
Did they know one had got away? Did they care? Whoever they were working for, Ryker could only assume Muampa had been the main target. With him dead, perhaps it was mission complete.
Still, he couldn’t take chances. He had to keep moving.
But first…
He grimaced in pain as he looked down to his side where two inches of twisted metal was sticking out of his side. Unluckily the shrapnel had dug right into the small gap between the front and back of his Kevlar vest. An inch either side and he would have been fine.
He dropped the M4 to the ground and touched the metal with shaky hands. A shot of pain pulsed through him. Clenching his teeth, he pulled off the Kevlar vest and gave a muffled shout when the skin either side of the shrapnel was pulled and tightened from his movement.
He again forced himself into silence.
No indication that anything or anyone had been alerted by his cry.
The patch of red on his tan shirt was dark and growing. He unbuttoned and slipped the garment off, this time doing a better job of holding his pain inside.
With his torso bare, he had a much better view of the damage. The shrapnel couldn’t have been in too deep or else, given the position, the metal would have gone straight into his kidney and he’d more than likely be in serious trouble already.
He was lucky, if anything.
Still, before he got moving again he needed to remove the shard, and hope he could stem the blood flow.
He felt down to his sides. As well as the M4 which had a nearly full magazine, he still had the contents of his pockets. A pocketknife multitool. Cable ties. A sheathed hunting knife. A Glock sidearm with a full magazine and one spare. What he didn’t have was any kind of first aid kit. Not even a damn Band-Aid.
There was no way he was leaving that metal in until he had proper medical attention though. He’d have to make do.
He took the hunting knife from its sheath and stuck the handle between his teeth and bit down hard. He gently put his fingers around the end of the shrapnel. Closed his eyes, then counted… one… two… pull.
His body shook with agony as he yanked the metal out with a suck and a squelch. Thick, dark blood oozed out.
Trying to channel the pain away from his side as best he could, Ryker took his bloody shirt, folded it over then wrapped it around his waist and used the sleeves to tie it tightly in place. The dressing, if it could even be called that, was as basic as they came, but it was better than leaving a gaping wound.
Another sound off to his right. The same place as before, but closer now. His beady eyes flicked around. Still he couldn’t see anything but jungle. Swaying branches and leaves, and thin sunbeams breaking through.
He had to keep moving.
Ryker got back to his feet and with the glimpses of the sun in the sky as his guide, began a groggy traipse through the jungle, heading east.
If he carried on in this direction, eventually he’d hit the outskirts of Kilpassa, though the city was a good sixty miles away. What he needed before then was a town or village. Somewhere he could find medical and food supplies, although unless he found a kindly person the only chance he had of obtaining such goods would be through stealing.
Needs must.
The comms were bust, his phone too, but at least his replacement watch was good. Checking it intermittently to help keep focus, Ryker carried on his solitary traipse for more than two hours without rest, until he finally came to a small stream full of fast moving red muddy water. The first body of water he’d seen.
He sank down to his knees and cupped his hands and took several scoopfuls of liquid to his mouth. The sandy mixture tasted awful and was gritty, but he badly needed the replenishment.
A fresh – kind of – water source likely meant there would be life somewhere in the area. Ryker got back to his feet and carried on his journey, never moving far from the stream as he followed a parallel twisting path through the jungle. His energy depleted further with each step, his side ached that little bit more – if that was even possible.
Before long it became a constant battle for him to keep moving at all. His brain a fuzzy mess, he slumped against a tree, bowed his head into his folded arms.
He took several lungfuls of warm and pungent air as he tried to clear his mind, push away the morose thoughts of his colleagues bleeding to death out on the airstrip.
Moreno… Thinking of her was enough to summon an inner strength. He growled in anger and was about to straighten up and carry on when he suddenly paused.
The smell.
He took his head off his arms and sniffed again. He looked at the tree a few yards in front of him. Pine. That was the familiar scent.
He got up and moved to the tree. There were several small globules of hardened sap. He needed more. He looked around him. Pines were dotted about all over. Some bigger than others. One, about twenty yards away, was the biggest of all. He headed over to it then looked and felt over the trunk. Bulbous sap balls were everywhere. The liquid inside, he knew, was a natural antiseptic. He stuck his finger into one of the lumps, popping it like a boil, and the sap slowly ran down the bark like honey.
He untied his shirt from his waist. Didn’t even grimace this time. He was focused. He popped more of the pimples, and scooped the sticky resin into his hand. When he had enough he gritted his teeth and smeared the sticky liquid over the wound on his side. The pain was immense, but at least this time he knew it would make a difference. In fact, the thick glue-like sap would not only help keep infection at bay, but would assist in holding the sides of the wound together.
After tying the shirt back in place, Ryker, feeling slightly rejuvenated from the find, carried on his way, following the trickle of water.
He’d been walking for another hour, and foraging obvious edibles as he went, when a deep sound caught his ear. He stopped and strained his hearing. The noise was constant, and slowly building. A distant hum of machinery. A vehicle?
Energy levels peaking once more, but also his wariness, he followed the sound. The noise grew, and grew. Not just because he was moving, but because the sound was moving too. Definitely an engine. Diesel. He kept on, the noise growing louder by the second, the sound of the stream drowned out now – or had he just left the water behind him?
Before long, about fifty yards ahead of him, through a clump of trees, he saw a hulking vehicle flash past. Then another. Then a third in quick succession. Trucks, rather than cars. And all were dark green. Army trucks? Or was that just some trick of the eye caused by the mass of greenery all around him?
With the sound of the vehicles now disappearing, Ryker moved forward cautiously, keeping low, the M4 in his grip. He soon came to the final tree before a narrow clearing – and a compressed red dirt road beyond. Single track. A rough and uneven surface. Not a major highway by any stretch of the imagination.
But a sign of life at least, and a route to follow.


It wasn’t much longer before darkness descended. From the cover of the jungle, Ryker had carried on following the route of the road, which wound away in an easterly direction. He’d only seen six more vehicles. Two civilian 4x4s heading east, and four army vehicles heading west. The latter made him curious, but he had no inclination whatsoever to follow military vehicles, however intriguing their presence out here in the sticks was.
With no light other than the dull blue of the moon in the clear sky above, the jungle was dark and sinister. And cold. Shivering, Ryker came out of the jungle and carried directly along the dark dirt road, ready to quickly move back into the vegetation if any vehicles approached.
By keeping moving he could at least stay warmer, but after two hours he realised he simply didn’t have the energy to go all through the night. He was in serious need of rest and replenishment. As demoralising as it was, he had to conclude that the best course of action was to stop and shelter until morning.
Moving well away from the road, he found a thick copse of trees that provided good shelter from the cold night breeze. In the near pitch-black Ryker struggled about for several minutes gathering some large, fallen, leafy branches which he meshed together, before leaning them against the trunk of a tree to provide a basic shelter.
He lay on the ground, covered his torso with a knot of banana leaves and, shivering badly, closed his eyes.






CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN


For more than half of his life, Ryker had lived in a state of perpetual alertness – one eye always open. Yet that night on the jungle floor, despite his desire to be at the ready should any threat come his way, he actually slept soundly for several hours. Not that he felt any better for it when he groggily opened his eyes the following morning.
The warm rays of the sun were already poking through the gaps in the trees, and the birds were calling. Ryker groaned and tried to haul his heavy body upright, as he banished the remnants of violent and morose dreams from his mind – dreams which largely consisted of seeing the bloodied and deathly faces of people close to him who’d died by his side. There were many.
As he moved he realised his right arm was numb from the awkward position he’d been in. His neck was stiff and ached, his head was pounding. He grimaced in pain as he got to his feet.
The wound on his side felt even more debilitating than it had the day before. He untied the shirt. A shiver ran through him as he did so, his skin prickling all over. He soon saw why he was in so much pain. Although the flesh around the edges of the wound was pink and there was no sign of infection, several rings of bruising emanated outwards, more than six inches.
With no other option for now, Ryker tied the bloodied shirt back in place.
He heard the distant sound of an engine.
The road.
Grabbing the M4 from the floor, Ryker hauled himself along. He saw the car blast past in front of him in a blur. After the several miles he’d trekked the previous day, Ryker was still a long way from Kilpassa, but he would surely come to a village sooner rather than later if he continued to follow the track.
In fact, he had to hobble for little more than an hour before he saw the first signs of life – a hand-painted sign plonked into the ground by the side of the road indicating a petrol station was 500 yards ahead. He cursed himself for not having simply carried on the previous evening. Would his delay come back to haunt him?
But then petrol ‘station’ was perhaps an optimistic way to describe what Ryker eventually found. It was nothing but a small clearing in the jungle where a decrepit wooden hut stood. Two large metal canisters several feet long in what passed as the forecourt were directly hooked up to rudimentary and rusted fuel pumps.
Ryker stuck to the trees as he approached. He stopped and waited at the edge of the clearing for several minutes, staring over the place. It didn’t take him long to realise there was no one there. The place was abandoned. Though it hadn’t been for long, given that the jungle hadn’t yet taken over.
Happy that the coast was clear, Ryker carried on toward the hut, approaching it from the rear. When he reached it, he peered in through the single grimy window at the front. He could see nothing of what lay beyond. He scooted over to what passed as a front door which was hanging lopsidedly on one hinge. Ryker swung the creaky structure open as far as it would budge, then ducked inside, M4 held out, just in case.
He needn’t have bothered. There was basic racking on the walls, and a battered old Formica desk, upturned, at the far side of the small room. Some bits of rubbish, food wrappers mostly, but the tiny space was otherwise empty. Certainly nothing inside of use to Ryker, which had been his hope.
Feeling demoralised, Ryker turned back for the door. Then stopped dead when he heard the throbbing of diesel engines outside. Not far off, and closing. And more than one.
Gripping the M4 more tightly than before, he crouched down and peered through a crack back to the road. He soon saw the front edge of a large military personnel carrier come into view. The hulking vehicle slowed as it passed. Ryker held his breath, his heart rate quickened as adrenaline surged.
The truck sped up again without stopping, but Ryker couldn’t feel relief yet. Right behind the large truck was a mini convoy, and the third of the vehicles – a jeep – did eventually roll to a full stop. Ryker could see the face of the passenger in the front, staring over at the hut where he was hiding.
What were they doing?
The passenger began a conversation with someone else on the inside. Ryker could see his lips moving as he stared over, but couldn’t make out any of the words. If they got out of the vehicle…
Ryker looked behind him. There was no other way out. Though the wood of the hut was so thin he could likely smash his way through and escape into the jungle if needed, the noise would potentially alert the soldiers. But if they came his way it was a better option than going out the front all guns blazing.
When he looked back to the road, he was glad to realise there was no need. The passenger was looking ahead at the road again, and a moment later the jeep pulled away, followed by the remaining vehicles behind it in the convoy. All were soon out of sight, and out of earshot, and Ryker heaved a sigh of relief, even as his brain puzzled over the sight of the military once again.
Were they out looking for him?
No, so many vehicles just for him didn’t make sense, and why would it be left to the military to find him anyway? What was going on in Chabon?
With those thoughts still throbbing in his mind, Ryker headed back outside and into the jungle, and was soon heading east once more, the road off to his right, the sound of the stream coming and going to his left.
Not thirty minutes later, with the snaking water just a few yards away, Ryker spotted a flash of movement up ahead. He ducked to the side, behind a tree. Stopped and listened. All he could hear was the rush of the nearby stream.
He poked his head out. Saw movement again. Not big enough to be a vehicle, and the road was off to the other side anyway.
He stared. Was it an animal?
No. He saw it again. A flash of colour. Clothing. It was a person. A child.
Ryker stooped down and continued to look over. He saw the child again. A boy, perhaps ten years old. He was on his own and was taking running leaps at the water, jumping from one side of the stream to the other. He hadn’t spotted Ryker. Was just carrying on his little game.
The fact he was there at all meant his home must be somewhere near though.
Ryker pulled away from the tree, moving back toward the road, giving the child a wide berth.
No need to confront him, thought Ryker. He doesn’t even need to know I’m here.
Ryker was still edging around when he once again heard vehicles in the distance, their low grumble cutting over the sound of the running water.
He paused by a tree and looked to where the noise was coming from on the road, then back to the boy. Who had now stopped what he was doing and was staring off into the distance. To the oncoming vehicles? Ryker watched with intent. One eye on the boy, one toward the road.
Thirty seconds later a dark blue SUV flashed past. Not a military vehicle like the last few Ryker had seen.
When he glanced back to the boy, he was sure the kid was staring right in his direction. His heart thudded. Ryker snapped his head back behind the tree. He waited a few seconds. Heard nothing more. But when he finally sneaked a peak again, the boy was gone.
Not good.
Ryker moved from the tree. Looked all around. No sign of the boy anywhere. M4 in his hands, Ryker edged forward cautiously, trying to make as little sound as possible. His foot snapped a tiny twig. A barely audible noise, but in the quiet jungle the sound seemed amplified and Ryker paused and held his breath.
No reaction to the sound at all.
Where was the kid?
Two steps later, Ryker knew exactly where he was. He could hear the boy breathing. Fast heavy breaths.
Ryker moved forward faster now, around the thick trunk of a mahogany. Then he stopped. ‘It’s okay,’ Ryker said, staring down at the boy who was sitting on the floor, legs out, eyes beady and nervous.
It was only when his eyes fell down to the boy’s lap – the phone he was clutching – that Ryker realised he’d made a big mistake.
This wasn’t just a kid out playing at all. He was a spotter. Ryker’s eyes were suddenly alert as he scanned around him.
‘Who did you message?’ Ryker asked, his eyes flitting between the jungle and the boy’s frightened face.
The boy said nothing. Did he understand? English remained the country’s official language but he knew many of the rural tribes retained their own tongues.
‘You were looking for me?’ Ryker asked.
A look of confusion now.
‘Then who?’
‘The–’
The boy didn’t get out any more words than that. His eyes flicked behind Ryker’s shoulder. Ryker hadn’t heard anyone approach. Was he that out of it? He was about to spin round and attack when he felt the pressure against his back. The barrel of a gun.
‘Drop the weapon,’ said a gruff male voice. ‘Drop it now, or you’re dead.’






CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT


Winter had no clue how long he’d been unconscious for after the blast at the hotel, nor for how long he’d lain in the pitch-black room when he’d finally woken up. It certainly felt like a long time. Two days? Three?
Despite the darkness he was in, he’d tried his best in that time to at least figure out where he now was. And why.
What he knew, from feeling about, was that the room he was being held in had bare brick walls. He couldn’t touch the ceiling, even when jumping, though the faint echoes to his own voice, and the sound of his feet on the smooth concrete floor suggested the room wasn’t that tall.
Was he underground?
There was no window, just a solid metal door that let in no light even through the tiny gap between the door and frame.
The room had nothing in it at all. Not even a bedpan, which meant Winter had been forced to urinate in the corner when he was no longer able to hold his bladder. Not that there was much liquid left in him now. He’d been given no food and no water since he’d been here. Had not seen nor heard anyone. He was still clothed in the same garments he’d been wearing in the hotel room but had no other possessions on him.
He was tired, thirsty, hungry, angry, but most of all he was scared.
This sort of thing wasn’t supposed to happen to him.
His throat stung from the many times he’d shouted at the top of his voice. He’d now given up on that. If there was anyone who could hear him, they weren’t responding.
What did that say about where he was? There was certainly no indication of other prisoners here.
Mostly he sat in one corner of the room, curled up, his eyes shut as he tried to sleep. At least in sleep he was away from this place, though his brain scarcely allowed him that respite.
He was in a semi-lucid, semi-awake state when a sound at the door caught his attention. The first time he’d had any indication of life outside of the room he was captive in. It sounded like footsteps.
Winter sat up straight. Then when he heard what sounded like locks turning on the thick metal door, he got to his feet.
‘Please step to the back of the room,’ a man shouted. Winter was already at the back. ‘Hands above your head.’
Winter put his hands up.
The door opened with a whoomph. There was a click and an overhead strip light crackled to life, bathing the room in white light. Winter had to squeeze his eyes shut, the shock to his system was so sudden and severe. As his brain throbbed he slowly opened his eyes, just the tiniest fraction to start with. Two men with automatic weapons held up stepped into the room and took a position either side of the open doorway.
Bizarrely, the question that kept going around in Winter’s head in those moments was, What would Ryker do in this situation?
He had no doubt Ryker would find a way out. He would attack, and most likely come out on top.
But Winter wasn’t Ryker. Not even close.
So instead he just stood there, trembling, his eyes fixed on the doorway to see who’d come through next.
His insides curdled, his head throbbed even more – with rage – when that person turned out to be Benyu.
The president stepped into the room with a grim smile on his face. He was dressed not in his usual suit, but in military garb, much like the pair of armed men, although Benyu’s was clearly the attire of a high-ranking officer.
A fourth man scuttled in behind Benyu, placed a small metal chair on the floor and scuttled out again. Benyu took the seat, crossed his legs, and intertwined his fingers on his lap. ‘Peter, how are you enjoying my hospitality?’
Winter said nothing. Benyu just sat there, staring, with a stupid grin on his face.
‘You don’t have anything to say to me?’ Benyu asked after what felt like several minutes.
Winter had plenty to say, but he really didn’t know where to start.
‘You can put your hands down now,’ Benyu said. ‘I know you wouldn’t be stupid enough to attack me.’
But why wouldn’t Winter do that? What if that was the only way? He slowly pulled his hands down to his side, feeling embarrassingly feeble and vulnerable as he did so.
‘Please, sit down,’ Benyu said.
Although angry about following Benyu’s orders, Winter once again did so, plonking his backside down onto the hard floor.
‘You look like you want to scratch my face off,’ Benyu said with that horrible smirk still plastered on his face. He was loving every second.
‘The thought has crossed my mind,’ Winter said, surprised at how unflustered he sounded.
‘But you’re just not the type, are you? Calm, cool under pressure for sure, and your confidence? Wow. But you’re no fighter. I can see that now. Not like the people who worked for you. Ryker, Moreno, the others.’
Winter balled his fists, trying not to show his anger.
‘Aren’t you going to ask how they are?’
No response from Winter though his brain rumbled as he tried to figure out what had happened.
‘The last you knew they were on their way to rescue Chima Muampa.’
‘What have you done?’ Winter asked, intending to sound disgusted, but he actually sounded distraught at the thought of what had taken place.
‘What have I done?’ For the first time the smile vanished from Benyu’s face. ‘What have you done?’
Winter opened his mouth to speak but he was too confused to string any words together.
‘For years I’ve been taken advantage of,’ Benyu said, virtually spitting the words. ‘This country, my country,
has been taken advantage of. By people like you. Like your predecessor, Mackie. Like my predecessor.’ He shook his head defiantly. ‘I won’t stand for it anymore.’
‘You killed my team? And Muampa?’
Benyu said nothing, just slowly nodded.
‘We were here to help you,’ Winter said, his voice quavering as emotion caught up on him.
‘I never asked for your fucking help,’ Benyu growled through gritted teeth, spittle flying from his mouth. ‘You, and your government, you did what you wanted here. For years. You took, took, took. You raped us. Over and over. Not anymore.’
‘So you’ve jumped into bed with the Russians instead? The very people who were blackmailing you?’ Was the explanation as simple as that?
Benyu’s smile came back once again. ‘Of course not. Don’t you get it? I’m taking control back from all of you. Taking control for me. For my people. Those Muscovites suffered just as your team did. And they won’t be getting a penny from me now, or taking anything more from this country.’
Winter was shocked. This was beyond ruthless. Was Benyu actually insane?
‘You would be nothing without us,’ was all Winter could think to say.
Benyu looked disappointed that this was the extent of Winter’s response. Benyu got to his feet.
‘You can’t just keep me here. My–’
‘Nobody knows you’re here. Nobody at all knows you’re alive.’
‘No? My government won’t just forget about us. You’ve killed numerous British citizens. Intelligence agents. What do you expect will happen next? They’ll come for you.’
‘Oh, no, I don’t think so. Did you really think I’d do all this without a proper plan in place?’
He let that one dangle. Winter frowned. What the hell was he talking about?
‘Everything I need is already worked out. Thankfully not everyone from your island thinks like you do. I guess you could say it’s all worked out for the best in the end.’
Benyu turned to leave.
‘You can’t keep me here like this!’
Benyu paused. ‘That’s very true.’ He turned to one of the guards. ‘He’s a spy, you incompetent. Why would you let him keep his clothes?’
Winter opened his mouth but didn’t know what to say.
‘You’ll be treated well enough,’ Benyu said, turning back to Winter. ‘Food and water. I’m not an animal. But you’ll stay in here as long as you still have future value to me. However long that may be.’
Benyu’s chair was removed. The president turned and stepped out of the room.
‘Benyu, you can’t do this!’
But it didn’t matter what Winter said, or what he did. It was too late. As he shook with anger and terror, the armed guards came toward him.






CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE


The fact the man who’d snuck up on Ryker had chosen to threaten, rather than to shoot, said it all. Under the circumstances, Ryker determined there was no need to fight back and try to escape there and then. Better to bide his time and understand what was happening.
The man escorted Ryker at gunpoint, the young boy walking alongside with keen interest, Ryker’s weapons in his hands. They carried on through the jungle in the direction Ryker had already been headed – which wasn’t a bad thing, he figured, as reaching Kilpassa was still his main goal.
Eventually they came to a small blockade among the trees comprising of three more armed men, with a narrow but clear walking track carrying on beyond them. Each of the men, like the one escorting Ryker, were dressed in a mishmash of clothing, dirtied and in some cases with paint or other colouring smeared across the material and their skin as a sort of home-made camouflage. This and their ageing weaponry made it clear they were nothing more than a cobbled together rural militia.
A couple of minutes later, they arrived at what passed as a village in rural Chabon; more than twenty huts in a clearing in the jungle. The shelters, arranged in two parallel rows, were largely constructed of wooden planks, but the constructors had made use of any other building material that had been available; breeze blocks, stone, corrugated metal sheets, tarpaulins. A diesel-powered electricity generator provided power, but there was no evidence of running water.
The place was quiet with little sign of life, save for the sentries they’d seen on the approach.
‘In here,’ the man said, speaking in English but with a thick accent that suggested it wasn’t his first language. He ushered Ryker toward one of the more well-built shacks.
Ryker stopped and turned to face the man. He was tall and bulky. A little younger than Ryker, he was confident, though obviously wary too. Ryker’s presence? Or more than that?
One thing Ryker did know: he didn’t feel a particular threat from the man. Despite the gun pointed at him, there was no indication that he was this man’s enemy; no anger or hostility.
‘Please, go inside,’ the man said again, lifting his weapon – a battered AK-47 – higher, the barrel now pointed at Ryker’s face.
‘No,’ Ryker said.
Out of the corner of his eye, Ryker noticed the boy squirming, as though he was worried about what might come next.
‘Get inside, now,’ the man said. ‘I don’t want to waste a bullet on you… but I will if you make me.’
‘I said no.’
A silent stand-off for a moment. Before Ryker burst forward.
He grabbed the end of the rifle, pushed the barrel up and away. With his other arm he slammed his elbow down onto the man’s forearm, tearing his hand from the butt of the weapon.
Ryker flipped the gun around, barrel now pointed at the man’s shocked face. His hands shot into the air.
The boy, by his side, was fumbling with the weapons in his grasp.
‘Don’t,’ Ryker said without looking at him.
The boy froze.
‘You’re injured,’ the man said, looking down to Ryker’s side. ‘I can help you.’
‘And why would you want to do that?’
No answer.
‘I asked you a question.’
‘Because it’s the right thing to do.’
‘Bullshit.’
The man was fidgety now. Sweat droplets were forming on his forehead. ‘Please. We’ll help you,’ the man said. ‘But we can’t just let you leave.’
Ryker didn’t like the sound of that at all. ‘Why?’
‘We can’t let the army know we’re here.’
Not an answer he’d expected.
‘If I’m a threat, why didn’t you just shoot me already?’ Ryker said.
‘We’re not like that. You’re not our enemy. Or our prisoner.’ Another strange choice of words, particularly given it was now Ryker holding the gun.
Then the man’s face twitched. His wariness at the gun pointing at him dissipated, replaced by confidence. ‘But if you cause a problem for us,’ he said. ‘We will kill you.’
The man indicated up behind Ryker’s left shoulder. Then across the other side.
Ryker flicked his eyes behind him. He saw the glint of metal poking through the straw roof of one of the huts. Another glint in the trees on the other side. Probably more behind him all over.
What was this place?
‘Now please,’ the man said. ‘Lower the weapon.’
Knowing he was an open target, Ryker had to think about that one for only a moment before he complied.
‘Now,’ the man said, indicating the way. ‘Why don’t you come inside so we can talk? And I think there’s someone you need to see.’
Ryker frowned but moved forward, in through the open doorway. Inside the dark and dilapidated hut, his eyes fell upon the figure on the wooden bunk in the middle of the room.
Moreno.






CHAPTER FORTY


‘You’re a doctor?’ Ryker asked as he lay on a rock-hard bunk inside the ramshackle hut. Moreno, eyes closed but chest steadily rising and falling, lay on the bunk by his side.
‘No,’ said the man who called himself Patrick – certainly not a Chabonese name despite his obvious heritage, though a clear nod to the country’s anglicisation in the recent past. ‘But I know what to do.’
‘How?’
‘I was in the army.’
Ryker flinched as the needle in Patrick’s hand dug into his flesh once again.
‘You did a good job of keeping it clean,’ Patrick said. ‘You know the jungle.’
Ryker wasn’t sure whether that was a statement or a question.
‘This village is your home?’ Ryker asked as he looked around the room. Largely bare, and with little by way of knick-knacks or obvious personal possessions other than basic clothing, it didn’t feel like much of a home. Not anymore anyway.
Patrick seemed to think about the question before answering. ‘Yes,’ he said.
‘And this place?’ Ryker indicated the building they were in.
‘My family’s.’
‘Then where is everything? Everyone? I don’t see any women around here. No children, other than your son.’
Patrick held Ryker’s eye for a moment, but didn’t answer the question. He finished off the stitching then taped gauze over the closed wound.
‘You have mobile phones, but little else. No photos. No ornaments either,’ Ryker said. ‘But you do have guns, and you have medical supplies.’
Still Patrick said nothing, simply went about what he was doing. ‘I can give you a sedative if you like,’ he said. ‘To help you sleep and recover.’
‘No,’ Ryker said. ‘I don’t want that.’ As groggy as he still felt, he wouldn’t take his eyes off the ball now, not even for a second. He wanted to trust these people, whoever they were, but he’d be mad to make himself vulnerable like that.
Ryker looked over to Moreno again. Was she in a coma? Patrick had said only that she was sleeping, but Ryker wasn’t so sure. She was alive, though. That was the main thing. Yet in a way, Ryker felt all the more bad now for realising he’d left her still breathing. He’d been sure she was dead.
‘She was lucky,’ Patrick said.
Ryker turned back to his host.
‘We found her just in time.’
‘Has she been awake at all?’ Ryker asked.
Patrick shook his head. ‘I did my best to operate on her legs. I thought I’d need to take one, but I managed to save both.’
Ryker gulped as he looked back to her.
‘When I saw you, with your clothes, I knew you must be with her.’
Ryker nodded. ‘Thank you. For saving her.’
‘It was the right thing to do. But you’ll have to tell me all about what happened out there.’
Ryker glanced to Patrick again and saw a determined look in his eyes. ‘I need to use your phone,’ he said.
‘It’s impossible to call England on my phone. Impossible to call any number outside Chabon.’
‘I don’t need to call England.’
‘I only have a few minutes remaining. After that, there’s no way for me to top-up out here. Everyone is the same now. We need to keep what we have left for emergencies.’
‘This is an emergency. I just need to make one call.’
Patrick sighed. Ryker could tell he was torn. What was the story he wasn’t telling?
‘Very well. But no more than one minute. And tell me the number.’
He took the phone from his pocket. Ryker gave him the number for Winter and Patrick input the numbers and put the phone to his ear.
He shook his head. ‘It didn’t even ring,’ he said, pulling the phone from his ear.
‘Try again.’ Patrick paused and glared at Ryker.
‘Please?’
He tried again.
‘The same. Voicemail straight away. And now I’ve wasted valuable seconds.’
What the hell was going on? Where was Winter? Despite what he’d said, perhaps Ryker did need to call England. But how was he going to do that? Should he steal a phone? Except Patrick had already made it clear his phone couldn’t even call abroad.
‘You can rest here for a while. We’ll be eating shortly.’
Leaving Ryker’s M4 and other possessions by the bunk, Patrick made himself scarce.
His brain throbbing with thoughts, Ryker waited until he was sure Patrick was gone before he got to his feet and moved to Moreno. He reached out his hand and gently placed it on top of hers. She gave no reaction at all to his touch.
‘Moreno. It’s me,’ he said.
Nothing at all from her.
‘You’re going to be okay,’ he said. ‘I’ll make the bastards pay for this.’
Whoever the hell they are, he thought, but didn’t say.
‘In fact, you can help me if you like,’ he said with a wry smile.
Still nothing. He hung his head and sighed, then took back his hand and headed over to the open square in the hut wall that passed as a window. He could see little action outside but every now and then the sound of voices drifted over.
His heart jumped when a face suddenly appeared on the other side. There was a startled yelp and the face was gone again.
He smiled to himself. It was the boy. Numumbi. Patrick’s son. The only child Ryker had seen here.
Ryker grabbed the M4, slung it over his shoulder and hobbled to the door. He peered out to see the boy gingerly walking away.
‘Hey, kid,’ Ryker whispered loudly. Numumbi stopped and turned. ‘Come here.’ Ryker beckoned him over. Numumbi looked uncertain, but he slowly walked toward him.
‘Where’s your mother?’ he asked when the boy was just a few steps from him.
Numumbi looked all around him as if checking no one else was in earshot. He was about to answer when Patrick emerged from a hut opposite. ‘Mumbi, come and eat. Leave James alone, he’s tired.’
Numumbi turned and bolted as fast as he could.
Patrick strode over, a look of suspicion on his face. ‘Seeing as you’re on your feet, why don’t you come eat with us?’
Ryker nodded. Patrick led the way along the row of huts. Ryker spotted a small square space enclosed by a low wooden fence between two of the dwellings. Straw and grain lay on the ground within. Chickens? Except he saw none. No evidence of livestock anywhere.
They turned the corner after the last hut and in front of them were a circle of over a dozen men sitting on the dusty floor with a mishmash of plates and ration tins in their hands. All the men were in poorly tailored garb, some of it looking like it was ex-military. In the middle of the circle, laid out on banana leaves, was the remnants of a small roasted pig. So they did have meat somewhere, but not live, it seemed.
As Ryker and Patrick approached, the jovial conversation died down to whispers. Eyes turned to Ryker.
‘Everyone, this is James Ryker,’ Patrick announced.
Until that moment Ryker had assumed Patrick was the leader of the group he’d happened across, but when he saw the deadpan stare of the stocky man sitting on a tree stump in front of him, he realised that wasn’t the case. The man, elevated above the others, was one of the eldest, probably early fifties, and his bare arms and his face were covered in lumpy lines of scarred flesh. War wounds or deliberate scarification for aesthetics? To show his accomplishments in battle, or his standing within the group, or perhaps even just for shock value? Whatever it was, he looked like a brutish warrior from a thousand years ago. Ryker certainly wouldn’t welcome going toe to toe with him.
‘Please, sit down,’ Patrick said. ‘Help yourself to the food.’
The men in front of Ryker shuffled to make space for him, and he grabbed a chunk of meat and a ration tin to put it in and sat down to eat, aware that everyone was waiting for the big man to say something.
‘This is Langonna,’ Patrick said, indicating the leader. No other explanation as to who or what he was.
‘Who did that to you?’ Langonna eventually said, his voice as rough as his look, and his accent even thicker than Patrick’s. He glared at the wound on Ryker’s side.
‘I don’t know,’ Ryker said. ‘But I’ll kill them when I find out.’
A snort in response. ‘You were lost?’ Langonna said, indicating the jungle behind him.
‘I’m heading back to Kilpassa.’
‘A long way to go.’
‘Still, that’s where I’m going.’
‘You work for Benyu?’
That question led to a deathly silence. And it was a strange question to ask. What on earth had led to that assumption? Surely there were countless explanations for why a white man would be wounded and out traipsing through the Chabon jungle?
‘Not exactly,’ Ryker said.
That led to a few questioning murmurs. None particularly friendly.
‘I think I get what’s going on here,’ Ryker said.
A raised eyebrow from Langonna.
‘You’re hiding. From Benyu’s army?’
Another snort. ‘Not hiding. This is our home.’
‘It doesn’t seem very homely to me. Just a bunch of armed men in the jungle. Where are the women? Children?’
A few eyes turned to Numumbi who was eating with his head down. What was the story there?
‘Why you care?’ Langonna said.
It was a fair question.
‘Because each of us is trying to figure out whether the other is friend or foe,’ Ryker said.
A slight nod from Langonna.
‘Yesterday, there was a plane,’ Patrick said. ‘Our men watched as it came down to land.’
Ryker held his tongue. The fact Moreno was here already made it clear these men had come across the aftermath, but had they, in fact, witnessed the whole thing?
‘Benyu’s men attacked that party,’ Patrick said ‘They killed everyone. Everyone but you and your friend.’
Ryker’s brain fired. Not just because of the direct accusation against Benyu, but for the fact that spies from this village had seen the whole thing. ‘You’ve been watching me the whole time?’ Ryker said with an obvious edge of bitterness.
‘No. Not the whole time. We saw you leave that place. But only when you came too close to us again did we follow.’
Silence. Ryker’s brain whirred.
‘They were your friends?’ the leader asked.
‘Yes.’
‘I’m sorry.’
‘When it was clear, we did check them,’ Patrick said. ‘We took what weapons were left behind. There wasn’t much. We realised the woman was alive. But the others… there was nothing we could do.’
Ryker clenched his teeth, tried to banish the images of his team, bleeding in the long grass, from his mind.
‘But you started something,’ Langonna said with obvious distaste.
Ryker stared at Langonna, waiting for him to explain his blunt statement. He didn’t. Ryker looked around the group. The multiple pairs of angry eyes glaring at him. He thought about the attack on his team, against the Russians too. All of the military vehicles he’d seen on the road since.
‘Benyu’s army are taking control,’ Patrick said, his tone more measured than his boss’s
‘They were already in control,’ Ryker said.
‘Not like this. We first heard from my uncle’s village twenty miles from here. The army swept in three days ago. They murdered almost everyone there. Only two people out of more than sixty escaped alive. They raised the alarm for us. Luckily we were ready.’
Ryker thought again to the trucks he’d seen on the road. The army, all heading away from Kilpassa.
‘They’re going through every village of every tribe in the country that isn’t Natulia,’ Patrick said. ‘Benyu’s going to eliminate everyone.’
‘No,’ the leader said through gnashed teeth. ‘He won’t’
‘The rest of your village, they’re hiding?’ Ryker asked.
The leader squirmed, as though giving the answer away might in some way jeopardise them.
‘Not just our village,’ Patrick said. ‘We work together. All of our valuables, and everyone who can’t fight, they’re somewhere safe now. What’s left of us, we’re here to protect what is ours.’
And to stand watch, Ryker thought, but didn’t say. Despite the lack of facilities and resources that these people had, they did still have mobile phones. That was how Numumbi had alerted Patrick earlier, and no doubt each of the villages in the pact they were referring to were connected. This group of men had stayed behind not just to protect their ramshackle huts, which had already been stripped of anything of value, but to be the eyes and ears for the others.
‘What about your boy?’ Ryker said to Patrick.
Patrick looked ashamed all of a sudden. ‘We don’t own cars here. You can see that. We travelled to the nearest town two days ago. They have vehicles there. We took everything we could. All of our money too. My wife and young daughter, I had enough for them, but no one would take Mumbi.’
Tears filled Patrick’s eyes, though they didn’t escape. Ryker could well imagine the chaotic scenes in the town as families were torn apart. People putting forward all the money they had in the world, and placing their trust entirely in others to take their families away to safety.
‘They were the lucky ones,’ Patrick said. ‘Other families couldn’t afford the cars at all. They walked and are still camping out each night as they try to find their way to safety’
Ryker shook his head, feeling a combination of shame and disgust. ‘I’m sorry for what’s happening to you,’ he said. ‘But I need to get back to Kilpassa.’
‘You can barely walk,’ Patrick said.
‘Still. I need to get there. I want to help you, but I can’t help you here. In Kilpassa I can.’
‘How?’ Langonna said. ‘Your British army? They don’t care for us. Not before. Not now.’
‘You’re right,’ Ryker said. ‘I’m not going to help that way.’
‘Then how?’
‘I’m going to Kilpassa. I’m going to find Benyu. And I’m going to kill him.’






CHAPTER FORTY-ONE


Despite his burgeoning desire to exact bloody revenge on Benyu for his role in the deaths of Lewis and Halstead and the others, and for the atrocities his army was committing, Ryker decided against returning to the long road to Kilpassa immediately. It would be foolish to head off on such a mission with a hot head, and even more foolish to do so while his strength and energy reserves were so depleted.
Instead, he stayed with Patrick and the others in the village for the night. One night soon became two. During that time there were sightings of several more military patrols, though none came directly to the sheltered village.
Ryker awoke after his second night in the village feeling far more rejuvenated. Before doing anything else he looked over at Moreno beside him. Eyes still shut, chest slowly moving up and down. He sighed and went about removing the dressing from his wound. It was healing nicely though still massively painful.
After applying some antiseptic ointment to the wound he redressed it with clean gauze, then set about getting dressed in the scuffed and hole-covered green and brown camouflage trousers and shirt he’d been given the day before. He was buttoning up the shirt when he heard a shuffle next to him. He spun round and saw a twitch on Moreno’s face.
‘Sam,’ he said as he crouched down to her side. Her eyelids flickered but didn’t open. ‘It’s me.’ He put his hand onto hers and squeezed and was sure he felt a tiny squeeze back in return.
‘Can you hear me?’
She made no attempt to respond in words, but he was sure she was stirring.
Then he heard distant shouts. He listened intently. More shouting. Quick footsteps outside – someone running.
Ryker quickly grabbed the M4 and headed for the door. He opened it just as Patrick came scuttling toward him.
‘Get back in!’ he shouted, shoving Ryker two steps back before slamming the rickety door shut behind him.
Patrick’s eyes were wide, his chest was heaving. He rushed for the window.
‘What’s going on?’ Ryker said, moving over to Patrick’s side. He peered out of the window but could see nothing outside but the empty village.
‘The army. They’re here.’
‘Where’s Numumbi?’
Patrick turned to him. His face etched with worry. ‘I don’t know. He raised the alarm. I told him to retreat to here. But I haven’t seen him.’
Ryker could see the possibilities haunting Patrick: the boy was in the hands of the army, or he was dead.
A sudden explosion outside caused the hut to shake and Ryker’s ears to ring. He ducked down instinctively, but quickly realised the blast was still some distance away. Another explosion followed, then the sound of rapid gunfire.
‘Fuck…’
Patrick looked as scared as he was angry. Ryker had thought it long before now: the men here weren’t soldiers. Patrick, who claimed he’d been in the army once, was certainly one of the most confident and likely able in battle. But in the main the men here were just civilians making a desperate stand to protect themselves, their families and their homes. Against Benyu’s army they stood little chance.
‘How many men are here? In the village?’ Ryker asked.
‘I don’t know… Langonna sent five men to the road to intercept. We have traps there. Explosives.’
Which Ryker had already seen. He’d taken a look at the defences himself the day before. All seemed decent enough given their limited resources.
‘He told the rest of us to retreat. To hide and attack only if the army reaches us here.’
‘Where’s your phone?’
Patrick took it from his pocket.
‘Call Langonna now.’
Patrick did so. ‘He’s… not answering.’
More gunfire outside, closer again. Another explosion. Then another, much closer – a grenade? – which caused the shack to sway and shake. Dust fell from the roof and a blast of sandy grit shot through the window. Both Ryker and Patrick hunkered down until the cloud had cleared.
By the time Ryker opened his eyes again he could hear engine noise outside. He looked to Patrick.
‘Call him,’ he said.
Patrick looked even more nervous than before. Still no answer. Was Langonna dead?
‘How many men are left?’ Ryker asked.
‘I don’t know!’
Ryker peered outside. Through the still pluming dust he could see the outline of a vehicle, moving slowly into the space between the two rows of parallel huts.
The swirl of sand settled. Ryker squinted, trying to figure out what he was looking at.
‘Please, come out of your homes. Surrender your weapons and no one else will be hurt.’
The assured, almost friendly voice came through a megaphone. Ryker looked to Patrick.
‘What do we do?’ Patrick asked.
Ryker glanced behind him to Moreno, quiet and still, then looked outside again. How he wished he had her by his side right now. There were two vehicles he could make out. A smaller jeep at the front and a larger personnel carrier behind. Four men, crouching by the vehicles, had assault rifles in their hands. No sign of the man with the megaphone.
Could Patrick and the others stand and fight?
The problem was, there were too many unknowns. Ryker didn’t know how many of Langonna’s men remained alive, what they were equipped with, nor how many more soldiers there were out of sight. Were there more vehicles to come too? With all those questions in the balance, there was no way to plan an effective counter-assault.
‘We should run,’ Ryker said. It was the only sensible option. Though he thought again about Moreno. They’d have to carry her out of there. There was no way he was leaving her a second time.
Patrick looked unsure.
‘We run, and we have a good chance of staying alive. You have your phone too. You can warn others. What about your families?’
At the mention of families, Patrick’s look of terror only increased. He went to his phone, pressed dial and put it to his ear.
No answer. He tried another number. Same.
‘We’re too late,’ he said.
The words were choked. The guy was on the verge of breaking down. Ryker had to keep him focused, despite the desperate situation.
‘This is your final chance,’ came the voice from the megaphone. Less kind than before. ‘Come out of your homes now, or we will be forced to come for you.’
‘We have to move,’ Ryker said. ‘Break out the back of here and head into the jungle. They won’t follow. It’s too difficult, the risk of collateral damage is too high.’
‘You don’t know that.’
‘Not one hundred per cent. But it’s better odds than sitting here, or fighting back not even knowing who there is to help us.’
Patrick wasn’t budging. Ryker grabbed his arm but Patrick yanked it free. ‘I’m not leaving my son with them,’ he said.
Ryker sighed. Most likely Numumbi was dead. But he had to admit there was a chance he wasn’t. As reckless as it was, if he was in Patrick’s position, if it was Moreno or Winter out there, Ryker wouldn’t run. Not a chance.
‘We’ll need explosives,’ he said.
‘There’s not much,’ Patrick said. ‘Some grenades. One stick of C-4. It’s all next door.’
‘You stay here. I’ll get it. I’ll head through the jungle and around and attack them from the back. Wait for the first explosion, then go for it. The others, whoever is still here, will follow you.’
Patrick still looked unsure but after a few beats he slowly nodded.
Ryker was about to move to the back of the hut to break out when the voice on the megaphone blared again. ‘You made us do this.’
The sound of shouting and shuffling.
Ryker peeked outside. So did Patrick, who flinched in shock when they saw a semi-naked woman, her mouth gagged, her wrists tied, being pulled along through the dirt. The soldier holding her stopped, an arm around her neck to prevent her moving.
‘It’s Vaito,’ Patrick said in disbelief. ‘My brother’s wife.’
He looked to Ryker. They both understood the implication. Wherever the others had been hiding, they’d already been found. How many were even still alive?
‘Do it,’ said the man with the megaphone, who Ryker saw was now standing outside the jeep.
The soldier let go of Vaito’s neck, whipped a knife from the sheath on his side, and in one clean sweep slashed it across the front of her throat. Patrick yelped. Vaito’s eyes bulged. Blood poured. Seconds later she keeled over to the floor.
Patrick looked down to his feet. Ryker’s head was spinning, trying to think of a way through this. He’d only known these people for two days, but he couldn’t stand by and let an army slaughter them.
‘Patrick. We need to do this.’
But before they got the chance to move, more noise outside. Ryker looked. He was appalled at what he saw. Numumbi, his bare torso glistening with blood, being dragged along. The soldier holding him, the same one who’d just killed Vaito, hauled the boy to the floor in front of the jeep. The boy looked over to his home. Tears streamed down his face.
No threat this time. No stand-off. Not even a clear instruction from the man with the megaphone. The soldier simply lifted the gun from his side and fired two quick shots.
Numumbi’s body jolted.
Ryker sensed what was coming. He reached out and grabbed Patrick before he could shout out. He pulled him to the floor and placed a hand over his mouth and had to use all of his strength to hold him down as Patrick writhed and bucked and tried his best to break free and to scream in despair.
‘Please,’ Ryker whispered. ‘Not like this. Don’t give them what they want.’
Patrick continued to fight as tears rolled down his cheeks, his whole body was tensed and jolting, but Ryker held him firm. He was surprised that none of the other men had burst from their huts in a violent rage. Either their resolve was impressive, or they’d already fled. Ryker wasn’t sure which was more likely.
After a few seconds, as Ryker repeated calming words, Patrick became more subdued. Tears continued to roll down his face, but he was silent.
‘Five seconds. Then we burn this place, and everyone in it,’ the man outside shouted. ‘And I can promise you, we will rape every one of your women who isn’t already dead… Five… four…’
Ryker shook his head at Patrick, signalling for him to block out the threat.
‘Change of plan. You go out the back,’ Ryker said. ‘Take the explosives and attack the rear. I’ll keep them occupied.’
It was the most sensible option now. Patrick going out the front, gung-ho and all fired up on raw emotion, would only end badly.
‘They won’t expect to see me here,’ Ryker said. ‘But I promise you we’ll get them. We’ll get them all.’
Patrick said nothing, but Ryker could see he was struggling to focus. Nevertheless, he got to his feet, and with his rifle over his shoulder, he headed to the back of the hut where he carefully prised away two planks before he slipped outside.
When he was gone, Ryker checked his own weapon, then looked at Moreno one last time before he turned and moved for the door.






CHAPTER FORTY-TWO


With the M4 dangling from his shoulder, and his hands empty, Ryker pushed open the door.
‘I’m coming out,’ he shouted.
‘Keep your hands in the air,’ said the megaphone man.
Ryker stuck one hand out of the open doorway to show it was empty. Then the other. No pot-shots, yet. That was as good a first sign as any.
He slowly moved a foot forward, out into the open, then even more slowly pushed his weight forward onto that foot, his eyes on the jeep as his head finally came out from the hut.
He noticed the puzzled looks on the faces of the soldiers in front of him. No way were they expecting an armed white man to emerge.
Ryker kept his hands in the air as he took cautious steps forward. His eyes busily surveyed the scene in front of him. He could make out a total of seven soldiers on foot now. Three vehicles, one after the other. What he didn’t do was to flick his eyes over the huts to see if he could spot signs of any of Langonna’s men. If he had any help at all within the dwellings, he didn’t want to give them away.
‘Stop,’ the man with the megaphone said, although for the first time he had the device down by his side, and without it his voice was grainy and nasally and far less foreboding. He was tall but thin with a shaved head and his bulbous nose was squashed to his face like a bulldog. ‘Who are you?’
‘James Ryker.’
‘Drop that weapon.’
Ryker glanced down. Raised an eyebrow. ‘You actually want me to lower my hands and put them around this gun?’
That stopped Bulldog. He nodded to the man standing next to him. The one who’d already murdered two innocent people. With a sneer on his ugly face he took two steps toward Ryker, who held his eye.
‘If he comes over and tries to take this gun from me…’ Ryker turned to Bulldog. ‘I’ll tear his balls off and feed them to you.’
The soldier stopped moving.
‘You think you’re the big man here?’ Bulldog said.
‘No. I’m not the one that kills unarmed women and children. Clearly you’re the big men.’
While it wasn’t necessarily a good idea to antagonise these sadists, Ryker had to buy time one way or another. How fucking long was Patrick going to take?
Perhaps it was time for a diversion.
‘Does Benyu know what you’re doing here?’ Ryker asked, his voice and manner calm and authoritative.
Bulldog and his companion shared a look.
‘You do know who I am, right?’ Ryker said.
‘Just shoot him,’ someone, somewhere said.
Bulldog held his hand up to stop any more insubordination. He was pissed off now. Whether because of the instruction from one of his underlings, or because of the predicament Ryker was creating for him, Ryker wasn’t sure.
‘You don’t know?’ Ryker said. ‘Then I suggest you call your president and tell him you’re here with James Ryker. And pointing a gun at him.’
Not even a flinch from Bulldog now.
‘So?’ Ryker said. ‘Wait, you mean you don’t have his number? I could give it to you…’ Ryker went to reach for his pocket.
‘That hand touches anything but thin air, and I’ll hack it off and shove it down your throat,’ Bulldog said.
One of the soldiers from further back came up to Bulldog’s side, initially to the boss’s obvious annoyance, but then the soldier whispered something and suddenly he had Bulldog’s ear.
The two of them had a brief exchange as Ryker continued to survey the scene, picturing in his mind who he’d take out first, where he’d take cover.
Bulldog smiled and nodded as the soldier retreated. ‘So you’re one of the Cathcart team, I’m led to believe?’ Bulldog said.
‘In fact I am,’ Ryker said, showing none of the concern that he felt from that deduction. ‘Personal security guard for your very own president. Which is why he’s gonna be pretty pissed off when he finds you were out here looking to kill me.’
‘Except all of your colleagues are either already dead or on a plane out of here permanently. So I understand. President’s orders’
Now it was Ryker’s turn to go silent.
Bulldog’s smile grew.
‘That’s right. My good friend here was one of those who was involved in removing your team. If you are who you say you are, you’re one that got away. Which is interesting. Whatever the explanation, you shouldn’t be here.’
‘You’re just going to take his word on that?’ Ryker said. ‘Aren’t you in command here?’
Nothing from Bulldog.
‘You can see what your president does to his enemies,’ Ryker said. ‘What do you think he’ll do to you if you kill his friend?’
‘Friend?’
‘Well when was the last time you ate breakfast at his private villa? Or spent the night as a guest there?’
Bulldog bared his teeth. ‘I don’t have time for this. Do it.’
This was it. The two soldiers at the front, either side of Bulldog, flinched as they made sure of their aim. Ryker had to move.
Hands going for his weapon, he dropped his weight, ready to spring up at the knees, and to the side. His feet were just leaving the ground when the first explosion rocked the whole party.
Good timing on Patrick’s part.
With Ryker still falling, time slowed. Gunshots boomed from the back of the convoy. The two soldiers with their guns on Ryker opened fire too, but his trajectory took him away from their line of fire, helped along by the blast wave from the explosion, which, given its size, Ryker guessed must have been the C-4.
As he plummeted toward the ground, he managed to pull his M4 into position. He squeezed the trigger and held it down. A flurry of bullets cascaded out of the barrel. The soldier to Bulldog’s left went down. Ryker twisted the weapon, finger still depressed. Not as good an aim this time. Only one bullet hit the soldier to Bulldog’s right, in his side, as he ran for cover behind the jeep.
Ryker had no time to adjust and cushion his fall to the ground, and the clattering impact to his side sent a wave of agony shooting through his whole body.
For a moment his head fogged. He did his best to fight through it. Scrambled to his feet. Darted sideways toward one of the huts. He fired more shots without aiming, hoping to keep the soldiers at bay.
The next second he heard shouting and banging off to his left as the doors to two, then three huts burst open and the remaining men from Patrick’s group finally ran into the open, weapons drawn and firing. The sound of shooting now bombarded Ryker through 360 degrees.
He skidded to a stop at the corner of the hut, dropped to his knee, spun round. He lifted the M4 to his face and squeezed the trigger again. A bullet caught Bulldog in the leg as he returned fire against Patrick’s clan with a handgun.
Ryker inched the barrel across, fired. Caught the soldier he’d already wounded for a second time. As he collapsed to the dirt one of the villagers reached him and crashed his heel down into the soldier’s face. Ryker would leave the rest to him.
Two more explosions, smaller, but closer now, caused Ryker to hunker down for a second. When he lifted his head a soldier, blood pouring down his face, was bearing down on him. Ryker went to pull the M4 toward him, but he didn’t have time. The soldier, snatching a hunting knife from the sheath on his side, screamed with rage as he launched himself at Ryker.
Ryker twisted away. Held his forearm up. Managed to block the knife before planting his elbow into the soldier’s side. The soldier landed on top of Ryker, knocking the wind out of him.
As Ryker gasped for breath, the soldier, his face creased with anger, tried again. The blade was headed right for Ryker’s face. Ryker grabbed the man’s wrist and jerked sideways and upwards, to push the blade away. The knife twisted around. The blade sank into the soldier’s neck, underneath his ear.
As the soldier gurgled, Ryker let go of the wrist, balled his fist and hammered it into the knife’s handle, plunging the blade several inches into the man’s head. His body jolted and spasmed as blood poured from the wound and from his mouth.
Ryker heaved the deadweight off him. Gritted his teeth in pain as he rose to his feet. He only realised as he readied the M4 again that the gunfire had stopped. He scanned around then flinched at the sound of a single gun-shot, but soon realised it was one of the villagers, twenty yards away, putting a soldier out of his misery.
His eyes fell on Patrick and two other villagers, standing over Bulldog, who was on his backside, propping himself up on his elbows. A look of defiance remained on his face, but he was done for.
Against the odds, Patrick and the others had come out on top. But they weren’t quite finished yet. Patrick, his face blank, raised his handgun.
‘No!’ Ryker shouted.
Patrick paused, but didn’t lower the gun. He looked to Ryker who limped over. Ryker glanced down to his side to see blood seeping through his shirt. Given the pain he was in he could only imagine he’d torn some of the stitches during the fight. Still, he’d come off better than the other guy.
‘Don’t kill him,’ Ryker said as he neared.
‘This man can’t live,’ Patrick said. ‘Not after what he did.’
‘I get that,’ Ryker said. ‘But not yet. Not like this.’
Patrick huffed. It was clearly an effort for him to block out anything but rage at the murder of his son and other villagers.
‘He doesn’t deserve to live.’
‘No. But we need him. We need him to report back that everything here went as planned. It could buy you some time. You can save others. But we also need him to tell us what he knows about Benyu, and his plans.’
Ryker looked down to Bulldog who wouldn’t hold his eye.
‘And what if he won’t talk?’ Patrick said. ‘What then?’
‘Believe me,’ Ryker said as grim thoughts – memories – flashed in his mind. ‘Everyone talks.’






CHAPTER FORTY-THREE


The rising sun was a blood orange mass through the green canopy of the jungle as Ryker and Patrick headed in the army Humvee toward Kilpassa. The mood was solemn. The previous evening, after Ryker and Patrick had spent several hours with Bulldog, whose real name was Captain Untari, the remaining men in the village had performed a hasty funeral service for their dead. Patrick, in particular, had struggled through, with his son lying dead on the dusty floor.
The one saving grace was that they had found several of the village’s women in the back of the army’s personnel carrier. The only ones left alive. They’d likely been brought back to the village to be used as pawns. In many respects they were lucky, as were the few men who’d made it.
What came next for them now, Ryker didn’t know. But he had a job to do. It’d been a tough call to leave Moreno behind, but he believed she was in as safe hands as she could be right now, under the circumstances. Certainly safer than she would have been if Ryker had brought her along for this mission. The remaining men and women in the village were leaving that day, with Moreno, never to return. With what Captain Untari had told them, at the hands of Ryker and the others, they at least had some knowledge of Benyu’s operation now, where the army likely were and weren’t. Having salvaged what equipment they could from the dead soldiers, including their personnel carrier, the villagers at least could help in efforts to stop the advance of Benyu’s army, but they’d lost everything else in their worlds, their homes and families included.
Of no further use, Untari was now dead. Patrick had had his revenge. Ryker hadn’t tried to stop him, and the army captain’s body had been left unceremoniously in a heap along with those of his fellow soldiers. No safe passage to the next life for them.
Patrick had lost as much as any of his tribe, but rather than staying with his people for the fight that was sure to follow, he’d insisted on helping Ryker for this next step. And Ryker did need the help.
He was travelling in the back of the Humvee, out of sight from anyone looking from the road. Patrick was driving, wearing Untari’s military uniform, including the stripes that indicated his relatively high rank. The ruse was simple enough. Patrick was to get Ryker as close as he could to Benyu’s villa in Kilpassa. Ryker was banking on the president being holed up there, rather than him being brave enough to head out to any front line. He was way past that in his own estimation, despite him clinging to his army roots in all other respects.
Any roadblocks they came across, Ryker was to hide, and Patrick would bluff about the special request he’d received for him to report to the commander-in-chief in Kilpassa.
Simple. Hopefully effective. The less simple part would be for Ryker to get to Benyu once they were in the capital. He was still mulling that one over in his head.
As they neared the city, the military presence grew and grew. In every village and town they passed, Humvees and jeeps were parked up, blocking civilian traffic. Soldiers roamed. There was smoke and fires and burned-out cars. Bullet holes peppered the walls of the ramshackle buildings, dead bodies of rebel fighters were left hanging from hastily erected gibbets.
Because of their vehicle – the Humvee, with its military tag – they were only stopped for the most rudimentary of checks. The soldiers were not even asking for detail on Patrick’s destination. To the everyday soldier, Patrick in his uniform was a high-ranking officer, driving in an official army vehicle, and that was good enough for him to be waved past without question. For now at least.
‘I don’t have to leave you in Kilpassa,’ Patrick said, shortly after they’d progressed onto a tarmac road for the very first time. A road sign they’d passed moments before showed the capital was only twenty-one miles away.
‘Yes, you do,’ Ryker said from the back as he stared out of one of the slit windows at the side of the Humvee.
‘I’ve got nothing left in my village,’ Patrick said. ‘I can help more here than I can back there.’
‘Your people still need you. So do the other villages that Benyu is massacring.’
Patrick huffed. ‘Benyu wanted you dead,’ he said. ‘I could take you right up to the front gates. James Ryker. Enemy of the state. They’d let us in. When we’re inside–’
‘If you get me to Kilpassa, you’ve helped me more than you needed to already.’
Patrick huffed again. Ryker wasn’t sure if he’d heard the last of it, but he’d argue against Patrick’s suggested approach over and over. It would leave them both too exposed. He wanted to enter the wolf’s lair alone, and unseen. That was the only approach that got him inside with others unaware, and with the smallest chance of collateral damage. Soldiers, in the large, followed orders. That their commander was a madman didn’t make them all bad. Ryker wasn’t there to take on every soldier in the Chabon army. He was there to eliminate the top dog, and he’d try to do that by involving as few others as possible.
Not long after that they approached the slip road that would take them onto the A4 dual carriageway, and the final stretch of road to central Kilpassa. Patrick was becoming more jittery. He cursed when he saw the roadblock, cutting off the entrance slipway. More deliberate, and more purposeful than any roadblock they’d seen so far, it comprised two military Humvees, one jeep and three large stacks of sandbags topped with barbed wire to create a narrow chicane for vehicles to pass. Two soldiers were visible at the front, AK-47s in their hands, and likely more of their colleagues waiting somewhere.
Patrick slowed the vehicle. One of the soldiers stepped forward and held up his hand to indicate for Patrick to stop.
Ryker took that as the moment to make himself scarce. He slipped inside the empty munitions crate just as Patrick brought the Humvee to a stop.
Moments later Ryker could hear the muffled conversation between Patrick and one of the soldiers. He could only make out a few words. Patrick’s cover identity, his rank. His bogus recall to Kilpassa. Although he couldn’t hear properly, Ryker could tell the soldier wasn’t having it. Too many questions in return.
Was this just heightened security so close to the capital, or had they rumbled Patrick somehow?
After a few moments the exchange became more heated. ‘If I’m late, who do you think I’m going to blame?’ Patrick shouted, his voice now clear, and his anger evident.
He was pulling rank. Trying to at least.
‘This takes as long as it takes. We check the vehicle or you don’t pass.’
A further muffled exchange. Ryker tensed.
A door opened. ‘No. You stay there,’ the soldier shouted. The door – Patrick’s? – closed again.
This was it. They were going to search the vehicle.
A moment later there was another clunking noise as the doors at the back of the Humvee were opened. Ryker braced himself. If the crate lid above him was opened, he’d have no choice but to attack.
Patrick had to think of something…
Ryker could hear him complaining still. Threatening the soldiers with reprimands. But they were having none of it.
The crate bounced as a soldier came on board, his weight rocking the Humvee’s suspension.
Clanking footsteps… shuffling… the crate lid lifted, not even an inch.
Ryker was ready…
Bang… Bang.
Two gunshots.
Ryker jolted with each one. He heard the thud right outside the crate a moment after the second boom. Then a roar as the Humvee’s engine was revved hard.
His crumpled body was pressed up against the back of the crate as the vehicle shot off and quickly gathered speed. A thudding crash – likely as Patrick blasted through the sandbag defences – caused Ryker to bang about inside the crate, then a moment later smooth acceleration took over.
Only then was Ryker able to right himself and push the crate lid off, which clattered to the floor. The sound of tyres pounding tarmac filled his ears. He pulled his head up to see the back doors of the Humvee swinging open wildly, the remnants of the roadblock quickly disappearing in the distance.
Ryker jumped out and looked down to the soldier crumpled on the floor by his feet. A small hole in his forehead dribbled blood. He shook his head and grasped a handrail at the side of the Humvee as he moved to the back and leaned out to pull the doors shut. As he did so he caught sight of the jeep turning around. The remaining soldiers were giving chase.
Ryker cursed under his breath, turned. ‘What the fuck?’ he said, not trying to mask his anger in the slightest.
‘I think you meant to say thank you.’
‘Thank you for what? You should have just painted a big fucking target on our backs.’
‘I got us away. The moment they decided to check the back, I had no other option.’
‘We have to get off this road.’
Patrick said nothing to that. He moved up another gear and the Humvee began accelerating again, the outside world and the empty A4 flashing past in a blur.
‘I’ve never seen anything like this,’ Patrick said, in awe. ‘This road. It’s…’
Ryker had no time for his admiration of pristine tarmac. ‘It’s a death trap for us. There’ll be blocks on every exit.’
Patrick turned and glared at Ryker for a beat. ‘I got us away from those soldiers alive and unharmed. There was no other way.’
Ryker stepped to the back again. He peered out of the tiny window. No sign of the jeep. But they wouldn’t be far behind. And they’d likely be calling in support too, which could be coming at them from any direction, the air included.
‘We can’t stay on here,’ Ryker said.
‘Then what do you suggest? You said yourself that every exit will be blocked.’
Ryker looked out of the back again. Then out of one of the small side windows. Although the dual carriageway was surfaced with smooth and high-quality tarmac, the road was far from a modern engineering masterpiece. Signage was basic, there was no hard shoulder, no barriers and in some places not even a kerb – the tarmac simply petering out into first compacted hardcore, then hardened muck.
‘Turn off here,’ Ryker said.
‘Where?’ Patrick said, frowning.
‘Here. Now.’
‘There’s no road–’
Ryker looked behind. With the road bending to the right, there was still no sign of the jeep behind them, but once they were back onto the straight in a few hundred yards, the chasing pack would have eyes on them.
‘Turn. Now,’ Ryker said, moving forward and jumping into the seat next to Patrick.
Patrick still looked unsure, but Ryker gave him a determined glare, and he sighed before he took his foot from the accelerator and tugged on the wheel.
Ryker was thrown to the side as the Humvee shot off toward the dense foliage beyond the road. The Humvee clattered on its suspension as smooth tarmac disappeared. Ryker had to hold on to the handle above the door frame to keep his body from rolling about. He braced himself as the front of the vehicle smashed through a thick hedge and came out into a barren field.
‘Now what?’ Patrick said, his voice jumping as the Humvee rocked and bounced over the uneven surface.
Ryker looked out of the side mirror. They’d left a trail of sorts from the road. Would the soldiers in the jeep spot it?
‘Just keep going.’
‘To where? Do you have any idea what’s out here?’
‘Head for the trees. We’ll pick up a trail once we’re out of sight from the A4. There’s more than one route into Kilpassa.’
Patrick said nothing for a few moments. They passed over a ridge in the field and the view of the dual carriageway behind them disappeared altogether. Still no sign of the jeep or anyone else following them.
‘You know what?’ Patrick said.
‘What?’
‘My offer of help. I just took it back.’
Ryker looked at Patrick, eyebrow raised.
Another bump and both men shot off their seats. Patrick’s head smacked the roof of the Humvee. Once he’d righted himself he glanced at Ryker again. ‘You’re just too much damn trouble,’ he said with a wry smile.
‘You’d be surprised how many people have told me that.’
‘No. I really don’t think I would.’
The field came to an end and after slowing and entering a wooded area they soon found themselves on a narrow and twisting track through the trees, just wide enough for the military vehicle to pass. Even if there was no one following, there was a big chance they would come across more roadblocks this way. More villages that had been ransacked, more potential trouble.
But they were only a few miles away from Kilpassa now.
Relaxing just a little, but still alert for threats, Ryker sat back in his seat, his mind busy as he planned his final assault.






CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR


The one positive from the run-in at the roadblock was that at no point had the soldiers seen, or even been given any indication, that Patrick was smuggling Ryker. There was no doubt that Patrick was now a wanted man, but Ryker’s presence on the outskirts of Kilpassa remained unknown to Benyu and his army.
As they travelled several miles through the dense jungle that surrounded Kilpassa’s sprawling urbanisation, Ryker kept a keen eye on the handheld GPS receiver they’d pilfered from Captain Untari’s crew the previous day. As hard as they had tried to snake between towns and villages to avoid further confrontation, Ryker could see on the map that it wouldn’t be possible for much longer.
‘We need to dump this thing,’ he said to Patrick, taking his eyes off the screen.
‘We? So you are taking me with you now?’
Ryker had been deliberating the point over and over. He wanted to say no, for Patrick’s best interest, but the man was in deep now. The army had killed his family. Now, after him shooting dead those soldiers at the roadblock, he was a specific target for them. If Ryker were to leave him for the final approach to Kilpassa, and send him off on his own to find his way back to his people, wouldn’t that expose him to even greater risk?
‘For now, yes,’ Ryker said. ‘But we need to go the rest of the way on foot.’
Patrick didn’t argue with that.
Not long after, they dumped the Humvee some seven miles short of Benyu’s home, and began a circuitous route through jungle and farmland, and around the many satellite towns and villages that spread out from Kilpassa proper, to avoid being seen.
Nightfall greatly aided their approach, and it was a little after 1am when Ryker double, then triple-triple-checked the GPS and realised they were only half a mile away from the western edge of Benyu’s villa complex.
Ryker stopped. Patrick followed suit, the moonlight shining on his face through the tree canopy, giving away his anxiety.
‘What is it?’
‘Are you sure this is what you want?’ Ryker asked.
Patrick sighed. ‘You’ve been in this country a few weeks. Benyu has hurt people close to you. Had them killed. And now you are out on a mission of revenge.’
Ryker wouldn’t have put matters quite so simply. This wasn’t a simple quest for personal revenge, it was a matter of holding to account someone who was terrorising an entire country, a man who, despite his years of protestation and pretending otherwise, was nothing more than a despot.
‘But me?’ Patrick said. ‘I’ve lived in this country my whole life. And my whole adult life I’ve lived in fear of what that man represents, and what we always knew he wanted to do to us. The only reason this genocide didn’t come sooner was because he was too busy trying to convince the world he was something else. So when you ask me if I’m sure I want to come with you? You can surely see that I’ve wanted this for far longer than you have.’
And Ryker couldn’t argue with that.
‘I know the inside of the villa well,’ Ryker said. ‘What I don’t know is how well guarded it’s going to be this time, nor how we’re going to get inside if it’s in lockdown.’
‘No secret underground passages?’ Patrick asked.
Ryker wasn’t sure whether he was being serious or facetious, but actually was it so ridiculous? ‘Not that I know of.’
‘When I was a boy, I saw a James Bond movie once. We travelled all day to watch it on a projector screen in the nearest town. You Only Live Twice… you know it?’
‘Possibly.’
‘The bad guys had a volcano base. The workers all ran around in brightly coloured jumpsuits. I don’t know why, but that’s how I always imagined someone like Benyu living. Plotting our destruction with his minions.’
Patrick laughed. Ryker smiled. ‘No, it’s nothing like that. Not last time anyway. Let’s get moving.’
Patrick nodded. Weapons in hands, the men began their final approach. Ryker still had all of his equipment from the hostage exchange a few days before – his M4, together with two full magazines, a Glock pistol, a knife, a flashlight, a grenade, and a pocket multi-tool. Untari’s crew had also been well-armed, and Patrick was similarly tooled up to Ryker now, except with an AK-47 rather than the M4.
Ryker hadn’t said anything, but he did worry about whether Patrick was really up to the task. Yes, he’d been in the army, he knew how to shoot, but Ryker was highly trained in so many aspects of combat and assault and espionage, and even for him this was a mission that he knew would test him to the very limit. He just had to make sure he used the extra man to his advantage, so he did not become an obstacle.
Advancing on Benyu’s villa from the west, they soon came upon the seven-foot-high white rendered wall that ran around the perimeter. They could see no sign of security on the outside from this angle, though the main gates were some distance away around on the south side.
‘This is really it?’ Patrick whispered, as they came to a stop at the wall.
‘This is it,’ Ryker whispered back. ‘You ready?’
Patrick nodded. Ryker looked all around, though in the darkness he could see little. There was certainly no indication they were being watched from here.
‘I’ll go first.’
He let go of the M4 which fell to his side and dangled from the strap on his shoulder. The wall in front of him was topped with two lines of barbed wire, stacked on top of each other, connected by concrete posts that sprang up from the top of the wall. A hindrance, but not an insurmountable obstacle. It pointed to advanced home security, rather than an impenetrable fort.
Moving to a position directly between two posts, where the wires had the most slack, Ryker jumped up and clung to the lip of the wall. Using the strength in his arms and his core he swung his legs upward to the top, and used his boots and his lower arm to lift the bottom wire several inches. He slid underneath, taking several scratches from the protruding barbs in the process, but nothing too severe.
Once he was sure he was clear he rolled off the edge and manoeuvred himself feet first a moment before his boot soles thudded into the ground. He rolled into the fall, but the hefty impact still sent a shuddering pain through his knees and the wound on his side.
Ryker took a moment to look around. The main gates and a newly erected wooden guard tower next to them were visible in the distance. The tower had a searchlight that was pointed in front of the gates, but other than that there was no illumination on the inside of the compound, and little activity, the guards on duty all quiet and still. True to his wife, Benyu had kept this place a home, despite the war raging outside and all through the country he was entrusted with.
‘Ryker?’
‘Go,’ Ryker said.
He looked up and a few moments later he saw Patrick’s hands appear at the top of the wall. Ryker took his M4 and reached up and used the barrel to help Patrick push the wire up and away. He scrambled underneath and fell down to the ground next to Ryker, landing on his feet and making barely a sound.
Ryker was impressed, even if Patrick was breathing heavily and his eyes were darting about nervously.
‘Your body is spitting out adrenaline,’ Ryker said. ‘Channel it properly and it’ll see you through anything.’
Patrick nodded. Kind of.
Ryker looked over to the villa. The glow through the curtains showed that lights were on in more than one of the downstairs rooms. Ryker thought through what each of the rooms was. The office. The dining room. Those were the two lit rooms. Ryker imagined Benyu behind his desk. Military gear now, rather than his suits, most likely. Plotting the downfall of his enemies. Revelling in the massacre being enacted on his word.
‘The outside of the property is covered by motion sensitive floodlights,’ Ryker said. ‘They’re good quality, but they’re not foolproof. If we move slowly and carefully enough, we can get to the house without triggering them.’
‘How?’ Patrick asked, looking at Ryker like he was talking nonsense.
‘They’re designed to pick up humans. Not branches flapping in the wind, or cats running across the lawn. They won’t be triggered by small movements. Trust me.’
‘We get to the house, and then what?’
‘Isn’t it obvious?’ Ryker said with a wry smile. ‘We go in through the front door.’






CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE


‘You’re serious?’ Patrick said, looking more than unsure.
‘One hundred per cent.’
Ryker set off before Patrick could say anything else. Using darkness as their cover, they slowly and painstakingly moved for the villa, a quarter step each at a time. In daylight they would have been spotted immediately. In the night, with the guard detail at their posts at the gates tired and bored, they were unseen.
It was ten minutes before they reached the nearest wall of the villa, but they hadn’t triggered any lights. Still no sign of any guards on foot, no signs of alert. The windows of the office were only a couple of feet away. Ryker pushed his ear to the rendered wall and listened. Could hear nothing. Was there anyone in there at all?
He contemplated whether to just shoot out the window and dive in. But if Benyu wasn’t there, he’d have given the game away too soon. Best to use stealth as far as they could, even if it meant a longer journey.
‘If we stay close to the wall, we’ll remain out of view of the sensors above us,’ Ryker whispered.
‘But in plain view of that guard tower,’ Patrick said.
‘Only if they shine that light our way. Stay low, stay quiet, they’ll have no need to.’
‘And where exactly are we going?’
‘I told you. In through the front door.’
They crept along the wall. His plan might have seemed ridiculous to Patrick, but the front entrance had to be the best option. Ryker knew that alarms were always set on each of the windows and the little-used side and back doors. But not on the front door.
As they reached the corner of the house, Ryker peered around. Through the foliage he could make out the grand entrance twenty yards away. Two soldiers stood guard there, under the orange light above the double doors. Not a security light but a fancy ornamental one.
Ryker stared over to the guard tower again. Now they were closer he could make it out more easily. Could spot the tops of two heads inside. There were two vehicles parked at the bottom, on the inside of the gates.
‘Come on,’ Ryker said. ‘We’ll get closer. Then get inside.’
‘How?’
Ryker explained.
‘And if that doesn’t work?’
‘We shoot our way in.’
Ryker moved off before Patrick could say anything else. On this side of the house there was a wide flowerbed between the wall and the gravel driveway. The shrubs in the bed were an extra obstacle but also provided cover, and within a few minutes they’d worked their way to within ten yards of the main doors, unbeknownst to the guards.
‘You ready?’ Ryker whispered to Patrick.
He looked uncertain still, but nodded before taking his AK-47 off his shoulder and handing it to Ryker. He stood up. Straightened out his captain’s attire then stepped onto the gravel, immediately triggering a security light at the front of the property. He didn’t let it phase him, just strode purposefully toward the armed guards. At first the two men looked like they were about to go for their weapons, but when they saw the dress of the man heading for them, they both stood straight.
‘Is that any way to greet a captain?’ Patrick boomed as he stopped by them. The two men stood straighter and saluted.
Patrick swiped his hand across the cheek of one of the men. The guy took it, stood a little straighter still. ‘Next time I will not have to prompt you. Understood?’
‘Yes, sir!’ both soldiers shouted.
‘Better. Now where are the others?’
The soldiers shared a look.
‘I called five minutes ago. I need men down at the road. The rebels are advancing. We have to block them before they get too close.’
Another shared look.
Patrick slapped the face of the man on the left again. Once again the soldier took it without a flinch.
‘I didn’t say look at him. How many of you are inside?’
Ryker couldn’t make out the stuttered response.
‘Show me,’ Patrick said.
The soldier turned and scuttled toward the front door, Patrick a step behind, leaving the second soldier on the spot with a flustered look on his face. The soldier with Patrick knocked and waited and the door was opened by another soldier. Ryker couldn’t hear the exchange, but Patrick soon disappeared inside with his new chaperone, leaving the other soldier standing on his own, gawking toward the front entrance.
As the security light flicked off, Ryker took a few more cautious steps toward the now open entrance. Then stopped when the soldier reappeared in the doorway with two more of his colleagues, before they and the bystander hot-footed it away from the villa. A moment later Patrick filled the open doorway, hands on hips.
The front man in the foursome of soldiers shouted up to the guard tower as he ran. The spotlight swung away from the front, bathing the soldiers in light as they headed for one of the two Humvees at the gates. The soldiers jumped inside, the engine started and the gates rolled open. The spotlight followed them out as the gates closed behind them.
When he was happy no eyes remained on the villa entrance, Ryker darted from cover and up to the open front door.
‘Get in,’ Patrick said, sounding harried, and Ryker darted inside and quickly moved out of sight of the doorway as he scanned the hall in front of him. Patrick closed the doors.
‘There’re more inside, but I don’t know where,’ he whispered to Ryker, who handed him back the AK-47.
And they’d probably only bought themselves a few minutes, Ryker believed. When that crew reached the nearest roadblock it wouldn’t take them long to figure out what just happened. Particularly if there was already an alert out because of Patrick’s earlier escapade at the roadblock on the outskirts of Kilpassa.
‘Come on,’ Ryker said, tugging on Patrick’s shirt sleeve. ‘We’ll check the downstairs first.’
Ryker rushed forward, keeping alert for any more soldiers. He knew from his time in the villa as part of the Cathcart crew that Benyu didn’t like to have his home taken over by security personnel. If Patrick had already flushed out two soldiers, who were likely manning the entrance hall, Ryker believed there would only be a small number of others about inside. Most likely somewhere near to where Benyu was.
They headed on down the corridor that led to Benyu’s office, and saw no one in the process. When they reached the partially opened door, Ryker peered inside. The lights were on, but the room was empty. They next moved to the dining room, the other room where Ryker had noticed lights on from the outside. Same result.
They slunk back the way they’d come, all the way to the entrance hall, which remained abandoned. Ryker’s nerves were beginning to build now. If they didn’t find Benyu before the red alert was sounded, then all bets were off.
‘This way,’ Ryker said, and they moved for the corridor that led to the servants’ quarters. Hopefully they were all asleep, but first up was the door to Benyu’s library, and as Ryker neared the ninety-degree bend in the corridor, the library door just beyond, he heard muffled voices.
He stopped and turned to Patrick and nodded. He grasped the M4 that little bit more tightly.
As he poked his head around the corner, he spotted the single soldier on the outside. He heard the voices a bit more clearly now. At least two people talking inside the room. Possibly more.
One last glance to Patrick, a nod of affirmation, then Ryker moved.
He burst round the corner. Raced toward the guard who was idling and looking fed up. His lack of alertness meant there was no contest. Before the soldier had even properly noticed the approaching threat, Ryker was already there. He swiped the M4 across the man’s temple, let go of the weapon and caught the falling soldier.
He dragged the soldier back, away from the door. As Ryker let go, Patrick crashed his heel into the man’s head. Ryker gave him a stern look for the unnecessary brutality, a look which Patrick simply returned.
Ryker kneeled down and zipped cable ties around the unconscious soldier’s wrists and ankles, then got back to his feet. He moved along the wall, back toward the library, the voices beyond growing louder and clearer by the second.
Ryker stopped by the partially open door. Benyu was definitely in there. So was Sunny. The other two men Ryker could hear, he had no clue on.
He double-checked the weapon in his hand. One last look to Patrick to confirm he was ready. Then Ryker went for it.






CHAPTER FORTY-SIX


Ryker used his heel to swing the door open. He burst inside, and to the left, to allow Patrick in behind him. He quickly scoped the men inside. Benyu and two others sitting in armchairs at the far end. A fourth man standing up. All in officer’s uniforms. Benyu went to jump to his feet.
Ryker opened fire.
Four shots. Two hit the standing man in his legs. One bullet hit a chair arm, the last hit the man sitting there in his thigh.
Patrick fired too. Three shots. He hit Sunny, sitting next to Benyu, in the gut.
‘No!’ Ryker shouted to Benyu who was reaching for the pistol in the holster on his side.
Benyu paused. He was raging. Sunny groaned in agony. The other two men writhed. None of them went for weapons as Ryker moved up and used cable ties to quickly subdue the two men he’d shot, one eye on Benyu the whole time. Patrick rolled Sunny, who was growling and moaning, onto the floor.
When Ryker straightened up he saw Sunny trying to crawl away, Patrick was standing over him, the AK-47 pointed at his back.
‘Tie him up,’ Ryker shouted over, his eyes on Benyu.
The gunshot made Ryker flinch. Benyu too. Ryker flicked his eyes to Patrick.
‘He went for his gun,’ Patrick said, calmer than calm.
‘You fucking animals,’ Benyu spat. ‘You’ll pay for this.’
Patrick spun round, barrel pointed to Benyu.
‘Lower that weapon or you’re done for,’ Ryker said to Patrick, who was shaking with anger.
‘Problems with the troops, James?’ Benyu said.
A quizzical look from Patrick. Perhaps at the informal manner with which Benyu addressed Ryker.
‘No. Problems for you,’ Ryker said to Benyu. ‘You’re finished. The world will know what you are.’
Benyu didn’t look worried in the least.
‘Just one question before I leave you to him,’ Ryker said, indicating the still seething Patrick. ‘Where’s Winter?’
‘Peter Winter?’ Benyu sneered. ‘Who gives a fuck about liars like him.’
‘Actually, I do.’
‘Peter Winter is dead. I killed him, like I did the rest of you treacherous pieces of scum.’
‘Yeah. Except you didn’t kill me.’
Benyu huffed.
‘Winter’s really dead?’ Ryker asked.
Benyu didn’t answer. Simply stared angrily.
‘Then you’re of no use to me. Patrick.’
Patrick lifted the AK-47 again.
‘Wait, wait!’ Benyu shouted.
Patrick paused. Luckily. Benyu knew the threat wasn’t idle. The two men had never met but it was clear Patrick was ready and simply waiting for the word. He was there to avenge his son’s death. The deaths of so many people from his village. He wanted and needed blood and Benyu seemed to sense that.
‘Tell me,’ Ryker said.
‘He’s here.’
Ryker ground his teeth.
‘He’s here,’ Benyu repeated.
‘Then take me to him. But if you’re lying… let me put it like this. You don’t know this man…’ Ryker turned to Patrick ‘…but because of your actions, Patrick’s family were butchered. His boy shot in front of him. If I give him the word, he won’t just kill you…’
‘I’m not lying.’
Patrick dropped his AK-47 which swung on its strap. He jumped forward, grabbed Benyu around the neck and squeezed tightly, causing the president to cough and splutter.
‘Then what are you waiting for,’ Patrick said into Benyu’s ear. ‘Show us.’
Ryker didn’t protest at Patrick’s rough-handedness. Benyu didn’t deserve any better.
Benyu, with Patrick using him as a human shield, led them back out into the corridor and then further away from the main entrance hall and toward the servants’ quarters. As Ryker expected, the area was quiet for the night.
They moved through the pantry, to a locked door at the far end.
‘Key?’
‘I don’t have it,’ Benyu said.
No matter. Ryker picked the lock in less than a minute. He opened the door to reveal a staircase leading down into darkness.
‘What is this?’ Ryker asked.
‘What does it look like?’ Benyu choked.
‘I’ll go first,’ Ryker said to Patrick.
He didn’t want his companion to accidentally push Benyu to his death… Not yet anyway.
The stone stairwell was nearly pitch-black, and with each step Ryker took the temperature dropped and the moisture in the air grew.
‘How many soldiers down here?’ Ryker asked.
‘Two,’ Benyu said after being prompted, likely by Patrick throttling him.
As Ryker neared the end, he could make out a thin veil of light, cast over the bare brick walls in front of him. He peeped round the corner at the bottom of the stairs and saw a large square space. A single door off it at the far end. A simple wooden desk was next to the door, two soldiers sitting there and twiddling their thumbs.
Ryker pulled his head back.
‘Help!’ Benyu shouted. ‘Hel–’
A muffled groan as Patrick smothered Benyu. Ryker heard the guards beyond jump to attention. The clunk and rattle as they prepared their weapons. Ryker had no choice. He sank low and darted into the open, firing as he moved before rolling across the ground to
the far wall.
His flurry of shots were mostly misses, but the grunts and groans he heard as he’d moved, bullets whizzing by him and ricocheting nearby, told him he’d hit home. He righted himself and looked over to see both soldiers sprawled on the ground.
He jumped up and rushed over. One was already dead. A head shot. Ryker would much rather have avoided creating casualties if he could, but under the circumstances…
The other soldier was still alive, but was bleeding badly from his shoulder and his leg. Ryker took his weapon and cable-tied him, as Patrick and Benyu came into the open, Patrick still with his arm around the president’s neck.
Ryker looked up to Benyu. ‘You killed him,’ he said, indicating the dead soldier.
Ryker could tell Benyu was grinding his teeth in anger, but he said nothing. Ryker went over to the dead man and pulled the key chain from his belt, then he headed for the locked metal door.
‘Winter?’ he shouted.
A moment of silence, then…
‘Ryker? What the…’
His voice was weak and strained. Was that because of the muffling effect of the thick door? Or because of what Benyu had done to him?
It took Ryker several attempts to find the right combination of keys for the three locks. When he finally opened the door and peered into the darkness inside, it took his eyes a few seconds to adjust and see the figure beyond. The man gingerly stepped forward. There was a moment’s doubt in Ryker’s mind as to who he was looking at. Winter looked terrible. Naked, his body was covered in filth and bruises and he was scrawny, his face sallow.
Ryker shook with anger as he looked on. His mind took him back to the times he himself had been imprisoned, more than once in far worse conditions than this, but still…
He felt like turning and giving Benyu some of his comeuppance… but no, he had to be the bigger man here, and Benyu was still of use.
‘Come on,’ Ryker said, holding his hand out to Winter who looked shell-shocked.
Winter went to grasp Ryker’s outstretched hand.
That was when a shrill alarm blasted.






CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN


Ryker spun round to Benyu, whose confidence had quickly returned despite him still being at Patrick’s mercy.
‘Explain,’ Ryker said.
Benyu said nothing. Had the soldiers from the roadblock returned? Or was it one of the men Ryker had left alive in the library who’d managed to trigger the alarm?
He turned to Winter. ‘Get dressed.’ He pointed to the corpse. Winter hesitated, but must have quickly realised being dressed in a dead man’s clothes was better than being stark naked.
‘What do we do?’ Patrick asked.
‘We send you two up first. Whoever is up there, if they see Benyu in front, they can’t shoot.’
It was far from ideal, but it was the only option.
‘They don’t know we’re down here yet,’ Ryker added. ‘There’s an exit from the kitchen. If we can get outside before anyone comes down here, we’ve a good chance.’
‘And if they’re already up there, waiting for us?’
‘Then we’ll find a way.’ Though Ryker had to admit, if they were blocked down in the basement, the chances of them blasting their way out alive were less than tiny.
Ryker looked over to Winter who was hastily pulling on the soldier’s trousers.
‘Hurry up,’ Ryker said, feeling bad when he noticed how badly Winter was shaking. Fear or because of what he’d been through?
‘Patrick, go now,’ Ryker said. ‘We’ll be right behind.’
Patrick pulled his pistol up to Benyu’s temple, then with his other arm around his neck, ushered the president toward the staircase. The alarm was still going, but so far there were no voices or footsteps above.
‘You ready?’ Ryker said to Winter.
He was just slipping on the second boot.
‘These things are massive… done.’
‘Let’s go,’ Ryker said, grabbing the dead soldier’s Beretta from the floor and checking it before handing it to Winter.
Ryker turned and moved for the stairs. ‘Stay a few steps back. Don’t fire unless you have a clear target, and unless you have to.’
Winter said nothing.
As Ryker reached the stairs, Patrick was already halfway up, but Benyu was squirming, trying to give him a hard time. Patrick lifted his knee and drove it into Benyu’s back then thumped him in the side with his Glock before heaving him up another couple of steps. With Benyu’s delaying tactics Ryker soon caught them up. He could see over the top of the stairs, into the pantry and kitchen beyond. Still empty.
Benyu continued to play up, and Patrick had to swivel and go first and drag Benyu the last couple of steps. As he moved to the side, into the pantry, the view in front of Ryker was suddenly cleared. He heard them first. Thudding footsteps. Rattling gear.
A moment later the rushing men came into view in the corridor beyond the kitchen. Ryker was already bounding up the last few steps, reaching to his side as he went.
He grasped the grenade. Yanked the pin out and hurled the explosive as hard as he could. The grenade banged and clattered down the corridor. The soldiers stopped and tried to scuttle to safety, a moment before the explosion.
Ryker hunkered down, and waited a couple of seconds for the dust to clear before he grabbed another grenade from Patrick’s pocket and lobbed that one too. The second explosion was even louder than the first. Dust and grit filled the kitchen. Not wanting to delay another second, Ryker reached behind and grabbed Winter.
‘We need to move,’ he said, pushing Patrick to indicate the direction through the smoke.
When they reached the door Ryker lifted the M4 and squeezed off a single shot. The lock splintered and he crashed the door open with his boot. A secondary alarm blared. The house alarm. If there had been any doubt as to the location for the soldiers to head to, that doubt was now gone.
‘You first,’ Ryker said to Patrick. ‘Use Benyu to cover yourself as much as you can. Move to the left and then around, your back up against the villa and then the outside wall. You’ll get to the summerhouse over there.’
‘I’m not moving another inch!’ Benyu shouted.
Patrick lowered the Glock and fired. The bullet tore through Benyu’s trouser leg and his knee. He screamed in pain. His body went limp.
‘Go,’ Ryker said.
Patrick nodded. He stepped outside, dragging Benyu with him.
‘And where does our cover come from?’ Winter asked.
‘Good question.’ Ryker peered outside. All of the security lights were on now, a direct result of one or the other of the alarms, and together with the sweeping spotlight from the guard tower, the whole of the outside was bathed in bright white light. Ryker spotted the soldiers rushing about around the front of the villa, but none of them were advancing toward the kitchen that he could see. He took a step outside. A bullet ricocheted inches from his face, kicking up plaster dust. Ryker fell back inside the kitchen.
‘Ryker, are you okay?’
‘I’m fine,’ he said, dusting himself off and getting back to his feet. ‘Just a pot-shot. From the guard tower I think. But they know we’re here.’
‘What do we do?’ Winter said, sounding worried.
‘Patrick is covered, but we need to take out the sniper. Or snipers. You run for the summerhouse. Shoot toward the tower as you move. You’ll give me the time I need to properly aim.
‘Are you fucking kidding me? You’ve saved me just to use me as human bait?’
‘Kind of,’ Ryker said smiling, before turning serious again. ‘With Benyu not far behind you too, they’ll think twice about firing unless they have an absolutely clear shot. Move quickly and make sure your own shots are decent and you’ll be fine.’
Winter nodded though he still didn’t look convinced.
‘Go,’ Ryker said, giving him the shove he needed.
Winter took a deep breath and darted out and ducked as the first bullet blasted into the ground a few feet from him. He opened fire, screaming a desperate battle cry as he sped along.
Ryker stuck the M4 barrel out of the doorway as the soldiers returned fire on Winter. As Ryker hoped, it was calculated rather than all guns blazing, and with the target moving none of them hit home. He quickly set his scope on the guard tower. Spotted the two soldiers, both with long-range rifles in their grips. One was pointing his weapon right at Ryker.
Boom.
Ryker fired. He pulled his head down at the same moment he heard the crack from the sniper’s weapon. The high calibre bullet from the soldier’s gun sank into the door frame, inches from Ryker’s head.
Ryker glanced to Winter, who was still moving, but he was nearly there. Ryker peered out again. The soldier who’d fired on him was no longer visible, though there was a dark dribble of liquid running down the side of the tower where he’d moments ago been. Ryker’s shot had been good. He pulled the barrel over a couple of inches. Found the second man, who was busy following Winter.
Ryker pulled the trigger. A spray of blood erupted from the soldier’s head before his body disappeared from sight.
Without a second thought Ryker sprinted into the open, firing on the soldiers on the ground in front of him as he went, each of them bobbing in and out of cover. He soon made it to the corner of the summerhouse where Winter was already hunkered, and just a few moments before Patrick hauled Benyu out of view of the soldiers.
‘Fuck. Me,’ Winter said through laboured breaths.
‘And what now, geniuses?’ Benyu grumbled through pained breaths as Patrick gave him some momentary respite. ‘This is Kilpassa. With or without me, you’ll never leave this place alive!’
Patrick resumed the choking hold of Benyu’s neck.
‘You let us worry about that,’ Ryker said.
‘But seriously,’ Patrick said, his voice strained from the effort of keeping Benyu at bay. ‘What now?’
Ryker peered over to the group of soldiers. Five that he could see, clustered around the corner of the villa. Were there more than that still on the grounds? They’d already subdued the two in the basement, killed the two in the guard tower, the two grenades in the kitchen had likely put most of the ones who’d been heading that way out of action. If there were any more at all, other than the five out there now, it surely couldn’t be many. But there would certainly be back-up arriving soon. On foot, by car, by air. The response would be big. They had to get back outside the villa’s walls and escape.
‘Ryker?’
‘We need to get to a vehicle. There’s the Humvee by the gates.’
‘The gates?’ Winter said. ‘You mean the ones where the soldiers are all gathering.’
‘Exactly,’ Ryker said.
He turned to Patrick. ‘You go first again. Keep close to the outer wall. Me and Winter either side and just behind. If we stay tight we should have enough cover.’
Winter looked unsure, but Patrick was determined. They set off. Benyu once again was doing his best to make life hard for Patrick, despite already having one kneecap blasted to pieces. Luckily Patrick, wired on adrenaline and hatred, was as strong as an ox, and he kept the president moving. Patrick may not have had the training Ryker had, but he was no pushover, that was for sure.
‘Just shoot them!’ Benyu screamed, as best he could with the thick arm crushing his windpipe.
The soldiers in front were all hunkered still. Any time one of them pulled their weapon to try and shoot, they received a warning shot in return from Ryker or Winter.
‘Shoot them,’ Benyu shouted. ‘Now. That is a direct order!’
One of the soldiers burst into view. Ryker fired twice. A chest shot and a leg shot. The soldier keeled over. The Kevlar would save the soldier’s life, but he was done shooting for now.
‘Stay where you are,’ Ryker shouted to the remaining soldiers, all in cover for now. ‘Or you’re going down one by one.’
Winter fired off another couple of warning shots for good measure. It wasn’t long before Ryker’s group reached the Humvee. Winter broke free first and jumped into the passenger seat.
‘Keys are here,’ he shouted.
That was good enough for Ryker. He broke away from Patrick’s side and over to the security hut sat underneath the more heavy duty and newly erected guard tower. He hit the button and the gates rolled open. He had a momentary vision of there being a whole army awaiting them on the outside, but as he glanced beyond all he saw was the dark road.
He turned back and moved to the Humvee.
‘You drive,’ he said to Winter, who looked unsure, but Ryker needed to help Patrick for this last part.
As Winter shuffled over the central divider, Ryker pulled open the rear passenger door.
‘Okay, let’s go,’ Ryker said.
Patrick didn’t move.
‘Come on. We need to go.’
Still he wouldn’t move.
‘Why are we taking him?’ Patrick asked. ‘You told me you were coming here to kill him.’
Ryker paused. He did want Benyu dead. But they were still a long way from safety. Having Benyu as hostage had to be in their interests.
‘Patrick, come on.’
Ryker grabbed his shirt and pulled but Patrick shrugged him off. His arm uncoiled from Benyu’s neck and he pushed Benyu forward. The president stumbled and fell into the dirt.
‘No!’ Ryker shouted.
Patrick took aim with his handgun.
A single shot.
A hole blasted in the back of Benyu’s skull. His head jolted and he flopped forward face first into the gravel.
But with Benyu down and Ryker and Winter no longer with their weapons at the ready, the soldiers saw their chance. Ryker could do nothing. The soldiers burst up and out into the open. Patrick lifted his gun toward them, but he had no chance. They opened fire in unison.
Patrick’s body shuddered as bullets tore into him.
‘Go!’ Ryker shouted as he dived in through the open door of the Humvee.
Winter floored it. The Humvee’s monstrous diesel engine roared and the beast shot forward toward the gates. Bullets pinged and bounced off the rear but the armoured vehicle was plenty tough enough. They raced through the open gates, and as Ryker looked up and out of the back windows, he saw Patrick’s crumpled body, and the soldiers by him, fading away in the distance.
Ryker shook his head as raw emotion swept through him. Anger, disappointment, sorrow and guilt. Patrick had had his revenge, but it had cost him his life. He’d lost everything at the hands of Benyu’s regime, including his own time on earth.
Ryker, pushing the thoughts away, climbed over into the passenger seat next to Winter. ‘As soon as you can’t see the gates behind, get us off this road,’ Ryker said.
Winter glanced over. ‘To where?’
‘Doesn’t matter. Right now we need to hide. If we stay on here then within minutes we’ll be at the first roadblock. We might get through one. Two. But we won’t get through them all. We need to stay under cover.’
Winter looked in his side mirrors. Then without warning, and without slowing, he pulled on the steering wheel and the Humvee’s wheels skidded as it shot left and crashed over ridges and fallen branches into jungle.
They drove on for a couple of minutes. Ryker’s eyes flicked between the GPS screen and the darkness outside, before caution got the better of him.
‘Turn the lights off,’ Ryker said.
Winter frowned. ‘What?’
‘We’re still too visible. Turn the lights off. Even if we have to crawl along, it’s safer.’
Winter did so, and slowed the pace right down to not much more than walking as he tried to weave in and out of the trees in the near pitch black.
Before long it became an impossible task. The trees in front were simply too tightly packed and there was no sign at all of a road or track to follow.
‘Now what?’ Winter said as he shut the engine down, his frustration clear.
‘There’s no one following us, that’s the main thing,’ Ryker said as he opened his door and stepped out into the night. Winter followed suit and was soon out and by Ryker’s side.
‘Seriously, now what?’
‘We keep moving while it’s dark. Away from Kilpassa. There’s a town fifty miles to the north of here. It’s where Muampa’s family came from.’
‘That town was probably the first to be razed.’
‘We don’t know that. And it’s a better bet than Kilpassa right now.’
‘It’s also a fifty-mile trek through God knows what.’
‘Then what’s your suggestion?’
‘Give me that thing,’ Winter said.
Ryker looked down at the GPS. He handed it over.
‘You know how to use that?’ Ryker asked.
‘I know plenty,’ Winter said. ‘This isn’t just a mapping device, it’s a military-grade transceiver.’
‘Yes. Military grade. Meaning it’s tuned to transmit and receive over military wavelengths. Who–’
‘To be precise, it’s meant to be used over Airband frequencies. Did–’
‘Yeah. I get that,’ Ryker said. ‘So who exactly are you going to contact over Airband frequencies?’
In the darkness it was hard to tell, but Ryker was sure he saw Winter smile.
‘Actually, I do know someone.’






CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT


Two weeks later

The grey and rainy weather in London was a stark contrast to the weeks Ryker had spent in Africa, though for now it remained a refreshing break. With a rain jacket on but his hood down, and water cascading down his brow, he strode along the sodden streets near Leicester Square until he came to a café. The outside tables, often busy on drier days, whatever the season, were abandoned today and the café’s windows were steamed up from the bodies inside.
Ryker looked around then stepped through the door.
The inside of the café had a dozen tables. There were plenty spare, though Ryker headed directly for the door at the back marked ‘Private’, giving the young server behind the counter a nod as he went.
Beyond that door was another room. Similar plain decoration, but smaller, and with just three tables. Only one of the tables was occupied. By Peter Winter.
‘You’re looking well-nourished,’ Ryker said as he took a seat. ‘Mrs Winter didn’t think much of your African diet?’ He sat down.
‘By African diet you mean the scraps I was given while being kept prisoner in that place? You think it’s funny?’
‘Too soon?’
Winter shook his head as if in indignation but Ryker knew he wasn’t really offended. Ryker had seen far worse treatment in the jobs he’d worked that Winter had been involved in. Perhaps it was about time he got to see how tough life could be.
Winter certainly looked far healthier now compared to when they’d been airlifted from Chabon in Vinatieri’s helicopter. The Zimbabwean had picked them up within three hours of the SOS, pulling them out of Chabon and to safety just as the sun came up. He’d even flown straight back afterward, at Ryker’s insistence, to pick up Moreno.
‘How is she?’ Winter asked.
Ryker raised an eyebrow.
‘You know who I mean. Moreno.’
‘Why are you asking me?’
Winter smiled.
‘She’s fine,’ Ryker said. No point in debating what Winter did and didn’t know about Ryker’s private life, nor how. ‘Who knows how long she’ll be wheelchair-bound, but she didn’t need any amputation, and the last specialist she saw a couple of days ago says there’s a good chance she could walk again. If she works hard enough.’
‘Which I’m damn sure she will. I dare say you may finally have met your match there. And, all things aside, I’m really happy that you’ve found a… companion.’
Ryker said nothing to that, nor did he question Winter’s choice of words. Was Moreno a simple companion, or more than that? Ryker didn’t know. She was someone Ryker wanted to spend time with, and after their shared experiences in Africa together, he’d stay close to her through her recovery, as much as she wanted him to.
‘I hope this escapade hasn’t put you off working for me,’ Winter said as he sipped his coffee, and he did seem genuinely concerned about that possibility. After all, it had taken him years to persuade Ryker to return to the JIA, and then his first official job had ended in not just a mess, but all out civil war.
‘The positive in all of this is that Benyu is finally gone,’ Ryker said.
‘And Chima Muampa too. I dare say he wouldn’t have been much better in charge of that country. Both men, once the façades were stripped back, were savages.’
‘That they were. The big question remains, what happens next?’
‘Well hopefully you’ll recover and then carry on working for me.’
Ryker said nothing to that.
‘You will, won’t you? I’ve always a place for you.’
‘I mean what happens to Chabon?’ Ryker said.
Winter sighed and thought about the question for a while. ‘It’s a tough one,’ he said. ‘UN peacekeeping forces are already building up on the ground. What’s left of Benyu’s regime are still trying to cling to power. The rebels are holding out too but they’ve no natural leader. In all likelihood Western countries will once again have to pick someone to get behind and–’
‘And everything will be just like last time. And the time before that.’
‘No. Not if I’ve got anything to do with it.’
There was a knock on the door.
‘You ready?’ Winter said.
Ryker nodded and got to his feet.
‘Come in,’ Winter shouted.
A waitress opened the door and ushered a man inside.
It was the first time Ryker had met him in person, though he’d heard plenty about him recently.
‘Ryker, this is Arnold Duncan, secretary of state for international trade. Arnold, this is–’
‘Yes, I know who he is.’
Duncan waved Winter’s introduction away, took off his sopping jacket, then, scowling, took a seat. The waitress took coffee orders before heading out and shutting the door.
Ryker leaned back in his chair, arms folded. Not trying to hide that he held little respect for the new man in the room.
‘What am I doing here?’ Duncan said. ‘And what is he doing here. I know you said you had to talk about Chabon but I wasn’t expecting the man who did his best to single-handedly cause Chabon to collapse to be here too.’
‘But Ryker’s got a lot more recent experience out there than you or I.’
Duncan glared at Ryker. Another knock on the door. The waitress came back in with a tray of drinks. A large jug of iced lemon water. A cappuccino for Duncan and an espresso for Ryker. She poured three glasses of water.
Ryker thanked her. Duncan didn’t. Once she’d left he started up again. ‘I don’t have much time today so let’s get to it.’
‘Okay. Ryker?’
‘Let me put this into simple terms for you,’ Ryker said. ‘When I was in Chabon, our intelligence gathering exercise led us to capture a significant amount of data from the servers at the Chabon parliament building.’
‘So I heard. It’s going to cost us millions to analyse it, and for what?’
‘I’ll get to that if you let me carry on,’ Ryker said.
Duncan held his tongue and nodded.
‘We also put in place measures to bug Benyu’s personal computer equipment. Phone, laptop. And the thing is, the software we use, developed specifically for the JIA, is really pretty nifty.’
‘To say the least,’ Winter added.
‘Essentially, not only do we get to record every keystroke on those devices, but we have a good chance of the software directly infecting every other device the primary devices communicate with.’
Duncan scoffed. ‘I’m sorry, I’m really not seeing the point to all this, and it’s not because I don’t understand the technology.’
He took a couple of swigs of his water. Then of his coffee.
‘The thing is, Arnold,’ Winter said. ‘I was struggling to understand something about Benyu’s betrayal.’
Duncan pursed his lips and shrugged.
‘It didn’t make sense to me that he’d turn on the Russians so abruptly after their heavy-handed courting, but also at the same time burn his bridges with us. He couldn’t possibly have envisaged taking his country forward without support.’
‘Who knows what he was thinking,’ said Duncan. ‘He’s dead now, we’ve lost every interest we had there, and we have to start all over again. But not until the country is pulled out of civil war.’
‘Actually, we do know what he was thinking,’ Winter said.
‘Which is what I just said to you,’ Ryker added. ‘Were you not listening? Our software infected countless devices of people close to Benyu. Including you.’
Only at that point did Duncan’s confident façade falter slightly. He took another drink of his water as a vein throbbed at the side of his head.
‘We know what you did,’ Winter said. ‘The secret deals. Promises of arms. The kickbacks from the revamped mining contracts if Benyu was to wage war and win.’
‘The proposal for Benyu to screw over not just the Russians, but to turn on Winter, and me and my crew during that hostage exchange,’ Ryker said.
‘We have it all,’ Winter added.
Duncan was sweating now. Thick droplets were forming on his forehead. He opened his mouth to say something but no words came out. He shook his head.
‘What… have you… done?’ he stammered as his eyes drooped.
He looked down to the drinks in front of him. Nobody needed to explain it to him. He got it.
‘Please?’ he managed to slur.
‘We know what you did, Arnold,’ Winter said, matter-of-factly. He leaned closer in as Duncan drifted away. ‘The big problem for you is… so do the Russians.’


How long had he been unconscious for? He had no idea. Minutes, hours, days? When he opened his heavy eyelids, the first thing he became aware of was the smell. What was that? Musty, mouldy?
He tried to focus his eyes. His head pounded, his arm ached. He looked down. Saw his bare flesh. He was naked. Tied to a chair. As he glanced over himself, he saw the small holes, the bruising, around the inside of his arm. Needle marks?
They’d been drugging him? Keeping him unconscious?
With his eyes still not properly adjusted, his distant body barely reacted as the gloved hand came towards him. He saw the syringe. Saw as the needle was pushed into his arm, though he felt nothing.
Moments later though his head was spinning. His heart raced in his chest. It felt like his head was about to explode. He rasped for breath, panted.
‘It’s okay,’ said a voice. A man. Where was he? ‘It’s just adrenaline. We thought it was time to have you properly awake.’
The man’s English was poor, the words all twisted. Or was it just that his head wasn’t processing the sounds properly?
But his eyes now finally did focus. He was in a bland room. A bright light was shining in his eyes but beyond the glare was a desk. Behind the desk a man, seated.
‘What… is this?’ Arnold Duncan slurred.
‘This, comrade, is your new home.’
The accent fell into place in his head.
‘I’m in Russia?’ Duncan said.
The man looked amused. Didn’t he? Though the smile was twisted and sinister.
He leaned forward.
‘No, my friend. This is not Russia. This… is hell.’
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