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Prologue

Sam’s fear transcended all other emotions, so strong it powered her to yank the seatbelt painfully tight and squeeze even harder on the overhead handle as their Landcruiser careered chaotically through the rain forest. Violently bouncing over the uneven terrain, it slapped away the leathery palms that reached down from the jungle canopy. Marco’s savage spinning of the steering wheel as he zig-zagged through the underbrush was the only thing keeping them out of their pursuers’ reach.

‘Get on the phone, call the emergency line,’ Marco shouted over the roaring engine, crashing undergrowth, and bursts of gunfire. ‘They’re going to kill us.’ 

‘Keep your foot down, we’ve got to outrun them,’ Sam replied, her voice straining to sound more positive than she felt as gunfire ripped, like a scythe felling wheat, through the dense rainforest. Exhausted and bruised, she prayed for a clearing, a small path, anything that might give them a chance to distance themselves from the semi-automatic fire being unleashed by their relentless pursuers.

Bracing herself as best she could, she grabbed the cumbersome satellite phone and punched in the World Health Organisation’s emergency number, praying one of their employer’s operators would answer. They rammed a tree root as big as the car, splintering glass and buckling metal plates, which added to the discord and threw the passenger side wheel into a rut. Distracted by the phone, Sam already knew she had reacted too late, thrusting her feet forward just as her head slammed into the windscreen pillar. Nausea flooded her senses while blood, pouring from the wound on her temple, blurred her vision as she fumbled to retrieve the phone. 

Could she hear it ringing? Yes, though barely audible amidst the racket of gunfire and engines as Marco sawed at the steering wheel to escape the rut. They were off again, underbrush clawing against the jeep as they picked up speed. It was impossible to tell what was happening on the other end of the line. The phone, slippery from blood and the suffocating humidity, jumped away from her ear with every jolt. There was no way to tell whether anyone had answered. 

Shaken like a ragdoll, she clutched it with both hands and shouted, ‘This is Samantha Forbes. I have proof that Sino Polymetallic is dumping cadmium into the Amazon.’ 

The Landcruiser lurched violently to the left smashing Marco into his door; Sam slammed against him but held onto the phone for dear life. 

‘Gallons of it every day,’ she yelled. ‘Kids dying all over the place, and now they’re trying to kill us. They’re shooting at us, they’re insane, we…’

Marco lost his hold on the steering wheel after a stomach jolting contact with a fallen tree, regained it, and pushed the accelerator to the floor. The phone spilled from Sam’s hands as she grasped for the handle, and for breath; she let the phone be. 

They both exclaimed with relief as they broke out into a clearing and picked up speed through the tall grass. Marco turned to Sam for reassurance, tears running down his face. He turned his gaze towards the photograph he had stuck to the dashboard – his wife Margaretta, smiling with one arm around Chico, their first child, the other cradling her belly. 

‘We’re not going to make it, are we, Sam?’ 

She scrambled for the phone again, yelling into the mouthpiece, ‘Dear God, you’ve got to help us.’

*

The Landcruiser didn’t explode when it compacted hard into the ravine floor, thirty metres below the jungle’s edge. That mattered little, though, as by then Sam and Marco were already beyond the realm of the living. Their pursuers, Vinny and Raul, descended leisurely, their pace unhurried. There would be an autopsy, but their coroner had already been told what the verdict was.

Raul pulled Marco back by his hair and centred his photo on the gaping hole in his forehead.

‘Dumb fuck oughta looked where he was headed,’ Raul snorted, as he moved to kneel at Sam’s feet, gently brushing away loose earth from her thighs to improve the picture’s composition. Vinny watched him crouch down to frame the glimpse of her panties under her shorts, taking time to position her head at the right angle, with her bloodied hair spread out on the rock.

‘You’re a sick bastard, Raul.’ Vinny’s harsh features creased further. ‘The Chinaman only wants one photo to prove she’s dead, not a goddam portfolio.’

‘It’s art, my friend, its beauty lies in the eye of the beholder. And will you look at that Bluebird tattoo on her shoulder? That’s a beauty, I’m having that as my screensaver.’ Raul laughed, the small tattoo of a cross next to his left eye creasing into a star shape as he continued to capture the macabre scene with his mobile phone.

‘It’s twisted voyeurism, my friend. Go grab all their phones and laptops; we need to find out if they sent anything and, if so, who the hell it was to.’ 

Vinny turned with unemotive coolness, the jerrycan of gasoline in his hand felt weightless, as if it were an extension of his arm. With a fluid motion, he emptied the contents over Sam, Marco, and the Landcruiser, drenching all. The flammable vapours filled the air, mingling with the jungle’s heavy humidity.

Both men scaled the ravine’s steep sides with ease, hardly out of breath as they stood at the top. With a swift tug, Vinny pulled the tag on the red flare, igniting a vibrant crimson plume to billow against a bright blue sky. He launched the flare to sail in a downward arc towards the wreckage below. In an instant the jungle erupted, its inhabitants shaken by the explosion. A giant whoosh as the air was sucked in, fuelling a deep boom which echoed and bounced off the hard rock faces, applauded by the frantic flapping of a thousand wings. 

Impatience oozed from Raul like a persistent fever. It wasn’t the money itself; it was the pursuits it enabled. 

‘You gonna call the Chinaman now?’ he enquired, his voice tinged with restlessness. ‘He’s gonna pay well for this one, eh?’

Vinny, aware of the delicate balance of their association with this particular client, replied with a cautious demeanour, ‘Let’s put some distance between us first.’ His mind was always attuned to any potential risks. 

‘D’ya trust these guys, Vinny? This Chinaman and his four associates. We done dozens of hits fo’ them now, and I ain’t even thinking about that plane.’ 

Vinnie had never managed to completely forget about that plane, or its one hundred and thirty-eight innocent passengers. Nor the hundreds of children in Manaus, poisoned by the cadmium, and he wondered how much of the iceberg’s tip he was looking at.

‘That’s a lot of time, Vinny. We cool with them? You know, with our identities an’ all?’ Raul was too desensitised to be scared; conflict and greed were his stimulants.

Vinnie saw a very different risk in being so deep with this client. ‘He pays big, and he pays on time. I don’t need to know any more.’ Preoccupying himself with the sat phone’s keypad to avoid further questioning, he dialled the number from memory, prudently never storing his clients’ details. The call was answered promptly, the Chinaman’s voice lusting to learn the outcome.

‘Is it done?’ he demanded.

‘Yeah,’ Vinny confirmed. ‘It’s all been taken care of.’

‘Good.’ No hint of appreciation. ‘I’ll make the transfer. There’s something else I want you to do. The head of security for the zinc mine should never have let her get as close as she did. I want an example made. I want to send a message.’

‘Sending messages like that is visible, so it comes at a price.’

‘Just do it,’ came the resolute reply. Vinnie knew the Chinaman had too much on them for him to refuse.


	

Chapter One

Ben lost himself in the bright Zurich morning as he gazed out of the conference room’s tall windows. A plane, high up, invisible but for its vapour trail in the clear blue sky, drew a taut, white line behind it, signposting its direction on the edge of the earth’s atmosphere. He cleared his mind and focussed on his opening lines. He knew that when he walked to the lectern, the audience of several dozen senior leaders from Global und Mercantil Bank would quieten. They did, and while he waited for them to get comfortable, he made eye contact with every person in the auditorium.

‘Good morning. I’m Ben Mason, and for the next two days I’ll be leading the team to take you through your leadership course. Over these two days, we will share with you some techniques of decision-making and leadership practices used in conflict environments and how you can apply these in your roles within the bank.’

Ben paused and listened for the questioning murmur that floated through the audience. The audience had been briefed on their military history, and the murmur always came when he mentioned conflict environments. 

‘Please feel free to ask questions as we go along. Anything you don’t understand, or disagree with, just put your hand up.’ Ben knew that to clear the air early it was essential to provoke the audience.

A hand was raised; it always was at this point. ‘Yes, the lady next to that aisle.’ Ben pointed. ‘Can we get her a microphone please?’

‘Herr Mason, do you honestly believe techniques and decisions made during a war can be applied to a Swiss bank in peace time? Also, how does an ex-soldier understand how we make decisions in our bank?’

Ben patiently listened as assent murmured through the audience. The questioner’s voice sat closer to self-satisfaction than curiosity. 

‘It’s a great question, thank you. For some years I was a director of one of your biggest competitors, so I know how a bank works. Before that I was in the army, so I know how that works. I’ve seen military decision-making more beneficially applied within banking than banking techniques being applied to the military.’ Ben could see the questioner was halted by the implied criticism of her profession. 

‘Why?’ The questioner was defensive now.

‘Because the stakes are higher in a conflict, so your performance level must also be higher, or you can die. It’s as simple as that. As a leader in GMB, the consequence of poor decision-making is a combination of lower profit or dented professional pride. They’re important, but hardly fatal.’

The slightly chastened questioner mumbled a quiet ‘thank you’ and settled back in her seat. 

No more hands were raised as Ben continued. ‘First, it will help set the scene if you witness some real examples of decision-making in conflict environments. The following footage is reproduced under licence from the TV channel who included it in one of their documentaries. They made it using British soldiers’ bodycams on a real patrol that I led in Helmand Province, southern Afghanistan, fifteen years ago. We’ve added videos and stills from soldiers’ own mobile phones. They’re more graphic and tell a deeper story than the broadcaster’s. Some of the scenes you’ll see may be distressing. I’m sorry about that, but to be clear, this is not a glorification of war. This is to set the scene for you for the next couple of days.

With that, Ben used the lectern’s controls to dim the lights and lower the window blinds. The audio-visual equipment powered-up as a soundtrack began and took the senior leaders of GMB into a different and less comfortable world. For the next ten minutes, Ben and his practised team rotated to narrate and explain what was unfolding in between the stills, the bodycam feeds, and smartphone videos. The images had been taken by Ben’s comrades on that patrol, then slickly edited to produce a gripping depiction of what decision-making in a Helmand conflict environment was like.

To the audience, Ben was providing an objective narration for their Leadership Development Course. In reality, he was reliving a difficult history: Ben Mason was playing the character Ben Mason, in a film about Ben Mason. For them, it was projected on a screen; for Ben it was projected in his mind, and the scene on the huge screen was all too familiar to him.

*

The two camouflaged Jackal armoured vehicles bounced across Helmand’s rough ground, kicking up sand for the scorching wind to spit in their faces. The vehicles’ thick tyres bit into stone and sand, churning up a dust-funnel in their wake. Ben scanned the barren landscape beyond the village as he motioned the driver to slow. The other Jackal, ten metres to their left, slowed in time with them.

Ben knew that tearing in there with their own sandstorm wouldn’t win any hearts or minds. Anyway, by now they’d have told the Taliban and the local War Lords, plus those getting rich from opium, or all three. Just depended on who was currently paying the best price for intel on British military movements. The arid heat pressed down remorselessly, sapping life from everything apart from the bloody flies, a fitting back-cloth to one of the most desperate places on earth.

He felt the usual awakening as they approached their destination, and his senses welcomed the familiar hit. It’s natural and necessary, he reasoned. Nothing I can do about it even if I wanted to. Ben Mason knew his instincts and capabilities had kept him alive during two tours in Afghanistan. Otherwise, he would be as dead as so many of his colleagues. They had said it would be a straightforward patrol. They had said. The same they who decided to put thousands of boots on the ground, supposedly to handhold post-conflict Afghan reconstruction. Really? They said no detected Taliban activity, opium farmers, or their hired Jihadist fighters for miles around. Supposedly none of the dreaded Green Zones of irrigated wadis whose thick vegetation provided the cover much loved by Taliban fighters. Just an infinity of desolate sun-baked sand and rock.

Turning in his seat, Ben gave an enquiring thumbs-up to the other armoured vehicle. Wrapped tightly against the heat and the sand, he received a thumbs-up from his Corporal leading the other Jackal. Ben nodded in acknowledgement as he leaned towards the driver.

‘Put her on top of that mound, Samsy.’ He indicated a small rise thirty metres short of the nearest building. ‘Point us away from the village. I want that 50 cal ready just in case,’ referring to the fifty-millimetre-calibre heavy machinegun mounted on the Jackal’s rear platform.

Four years ago, joining the Parachute Regiment had been Ben’s salvation; his only option outside a young offenders’ institution. But the last two years in Helmand had robbed him of any remaining naivety. Too many good people needlessly killed through a lack of accurate intel and inadequate equipment. Their patrol today was to offer ‘compensation’ for a villager allegedly injured by their regiment in a recent Taliban firefight. A village of four or five dozen people who were not just expecting them, but who should have been welcoming them. Yet there was not a soul in sight. Ben trusted his instincts more than he did the Army’s intelligence. 

The Jackal circled and easily gained the slight slope as it turned to face the way they had come. The other vehicle faced forward, towards the village. Its four infantrymen stood and stretched.

‘Okay, boys. Ferret and Samsy, you’re Bravo One. Stay here with the 50 cal and be ready to go in a hurry if we need to. Smudge, you’re Bravo Two. Take your team and work parallel with us up the right side of these.’ He pointed to the closest buildings. 

‘Bravo three,’ informed Ben, with a half-glove thumb jabbing his own chest, ‘we’ll take that main track through the middle. Now remember, on your toes. They said this one will be as close as we’ll ever get to a peacekeeping mission.’ Ironic gallows humour carpeted every word.

Sand, the colour of burnt cream, puffed from under their boots as they jumped down, the hot wind hurrying to erase their footprints. Ben wondered if that was a metaphor for how long it would take to erase the impression made by the army of foreign soldiers occupying this land. Giving a thumbs-up to the two soldiers remaining with the vehicle, and slinging weapons in the familiar ready position, the two groups set off on their routes.

They picked up the vibe from Ben. No-one to be seen, no sound apart from goats bleating somewhere further up the track. Just heat, dust, and the ever-present wind whistling past the built-in helmet microphones. 

Ben had learned the hard way that the Taliban were an unconventional enemy. They had two distinct advantages over their better-equipped invaders: They placed a lower value on their own or the enemy’s lives; and they chose the time and place to engage that enemy. This time, they chose to wait until the two teams were out of sight of the Land Rover, and of each other. 

He heard the fast metallic clang-clang-clang of semi-automatic machine gun fire milliseconds after the first deadly rounds thudded into the stone walls next to them. Internal chaos, as his heart rate shot up and his stomach churned; being shot at was that extreme. Even when you’re expecting it, an attack always comes as a surprise and is still the most frightening experience. Someone you’ve never met hates you so much they want to kill you for a reason you don’t understand. Diving head-first into sand and stones means nothing when fear this strong grips you. 

Ben forced himself to surface, to swim above the fear. He rode the rapid increase in his pulse, to control and direct it. Grasping to retain control, he knew it was not just a case of making the right decision, it was making it quickly and avoiding the wrong one. If you don’t, you’re dead. As simple as. 

‘Taff, you cock. Down, mate. Get down.’ He yanked his friend hard by his webbing. ‘And on your front, you knobhead.’ As he pushed him hard onto the ground, he was angry that Taff’s poor thinking could have got him killed. ‘Right, Taff, that wadi,’ he pointed, ‘the gap in the broken wall, let ’em know you’re fucking serious, mate.’ Positive action was the best-known cure for panic, as Taff immediately started firing short bursts from his light machine gun into the gap.

‘Wilksey, on your belly, through this hut, and three-round bursts into each of those there.’ He indicated a group of huts at right angles to Taff’s, from where he had seen tell-tale muzzle flashes. 

Ben knew the secret for survival when you were fighting both fear and an enemy. Find cover, return fire, occupy your mind with positive action, and take responsibility. You’d then be too busy for negative thoughts or panic, even though you just wanted to bury your head in your hands and scream. Hoping it would all go away. It wouldn’t unless you first faced and overcame the fear inside you. Then you could face the enemy. That is what Ben did.

More rounds raked the dusty ground around them, a long blast of continuous and random firing. Ben was focussed now, his breathing and thoughts under control, recognising the shooter had randomly sprayed all thirty rounds of his magazine in one anxious pull on the trigger. He now knew some parts of the attack force was poorly organised. No seasoned soldier, Taliban, or squaddie ever uses an entire magazine in one blast, unless he is an idiot or on drugs, which the Taliban sometimes were.

The walls of the single-storey building provided all the cover they needed for now. Their attackers had panicked and opened fire a few crucial moments before Ben’s fireteam were stranded in open ground. It helped that Ben had chosen a route with good cover which he pressed hard into, the bleached stone walls providing sanctuary as the initial burst of fire abated. Ben gave short and clear instructions, quickly ensuring they had all angles covered as he radioed the other team.

‘Bravo Two, sitrep!’ he shouted over the renewed staccato of machine gun fire.

‘It’s a daylight-mugging, Sarge. We’ve got contact from the north, no casualties, returning fire.’

‘Bravo One, sitrep,’ Ben radioed to the armoured vehicles. ‘Bravo One, are-you-reading-me?’ Still no reply.

There never would be. The sniper had shot Ferret and Samsy just as the ambush started. A single second was all that had separated them as they stood manning their fifty cals, baking under a foreign sun. 

‘Bravo Two, we’re pinned down. and Bravo One’s unresponsive. I’m going back for them, and I need cover.’

‘On it.’ Smudger didn’t need to elaborate as he directed his two reports to concentrate their firepower onto a small group of buildings below them. It had the desired effect. Ben’s team were up and running back towards Bravo One and the Jackals. 

‘Oh shit.’

‘You fuckin Tali bastards.’

Anger and despair gripped him. Despair for the reasons they were here; anger at being given intel that had completely miscalculated the degree of risk. Again. With accurate intel he would have planned a completely different approach or, more likely, not approached at all. He felt sick with the needless loss of life and more so as they were his men. He forced himself to rise above it. Again. He had to or they would all die. 

Ben snapped into the present, just in time to stop his men crossing the last thirty metres of open ground to their vehicle. From the bloodied skulls of their two colleagues, barely attached to their bodies hanging limp over the side of the vehicles, he could see what had happened. A glistening crimson stream washed down the Jackal’s door, already darkening to deep garnet as the life-giving fluid baked slowly in the sun. Ben was focussed again as he looked through the sight unit on his rifle.

‘Both shot from the left. Possibly from slightly above. Our shooter is in that cluster of buildings there.’ He pointed to a group of single-storey buildings set back thirty to forty metres to the left of their murdered colleagues. ‘In fact, he’s still on the roof terrace.’ He continued to look through his scope. ‘He’s ducked down behind the top wall. Look on the roof, to the left of that dip in the wall, there’s a drain hole. You can see a movement behind it.’

The two soldiers nodded as they also looked through their rifles’ sights. Had it not been for Ben, they would have run out to their dead colleagues, all adrenalin-charged fury, and been shot. 

‘Yes, Sarge,’ they echoed in unison.

‘Bravo Two, what’s your sitrep?’

‘Mopping up. We got the guys who were pinning you down, then we outflanked our friends up here. Making our way back to you now. You rendezvous with Bravo One?’

‘No. And it’s not good mate, not good at all. The fucking Tali had a sniper on them, he was waiting for it all to kick off. He got Samsy and Ferret. It’s another intel cluster.’

‘Fuck. Where’s the bastard now?’

‘He’s on a roof, sixty metres away. Retrace your route, veer left one hundred metres out. You’ll see a group of buildings set out on their own, with a broken livestock enclosure to its right. Our shooter’s on the roof terrace, but we don’t know who else is around.’

‘Roger. I’ll ping you when we have it in sight.’

Ben sensed the movement behind him before he heard it, spinning and bringing his gun to the firing position in one swift movement. A small boy, with frightened brown eyes set in a soft face, stood shaking and looking at him from an open doorway less than ten paces away. Ben hated himself as he kept the boy’s forehead in the crosshairs of his scope, but he had to. The boy’s eyes, wide with fear, were magnified through Ben’s rifle scope. Cruel experience had taught him that the Taliban did not discriminate when choosing their suicide vest couriers. Without moving his rifle, he slowly raised his left hand. 

‘Stop. Stop or I will fire.’ He replaced his hand back onto the rifle’s barrel. His right index finger increased its pressure on the trigger. He knew exactly how much pressure was needed to explode a ten-year-old’s skull, and he hated being able to make that calculation. 

The boy froze; so did Ben. Their hearts pounded at the same rate. Two strangers with only a desolate Afghan desert in common, and neither wanted to be there nor understood why Ben was. Probably only the boy would die, and before he would be old enough to understand why the foreigner had killed him. Ben didn’t know what a ‘soul’ was, he knew his soul did not want him to kill the boy, but his head said, ‘If he moves, squeeze the trigger.’ 

Ben aged a year every few seconds. How can I care so much yet be capable of such cruelty? How can I? Another unanswered lament. His brain won, he was focussed again, he was breathing, and he checked the pressure on his trigger finger. Then the boy moved, and through the scope the boy’s magnified head disappeared. 

The fat, brown fingers of his hysterical mother had grabbed him, and the pair fell sobbing into the dustbowl that was the front door of their home. Ben lowered his rifle. He was shaking. ‘Fuck,’ he murmured, as slowly a dozen villagers appeared from the semi-darkness of their homes while Ben’s radio reported Smudger’s news.

‘Bravo Two in position. Movement on the roof but do not have a shot. There’s two doors and an archway – all covered. You got the front? We’re ready to go in.’

‘Hold your position, Bravo Two, we’ve already lost two men. We’ve got a situation here, and they’ve got at least one sharpshooter up there, so hold your position. Just keep them pinned down until I’m with you.’

More nervous villagers appeared from seemingly nowhere. ‘Keep ‘em covered, boys, just in case,’ he instructed his two reports.

‘Anyone speak English?’ Ben shouted to the group now of about thirty villagers.

‘I,’ came the guttural reply from a tall, willowy man in greying robes matching the greying beard that reached down to his chest. His stooped frame rested on bony hands that leant on an even bonier cane as he inclined forward. His skin was like cracked leather, with stubble protruding above the line of his beard, and withdrawn, sunken eyes.

‘I speak Eng-lish.’ His thickly accented pronunciation was hard to understand. The crowd parted as he shuffled forward, supported by a stick as crooked as him. ‘Tariban, Tariban. They say kill us if we warn you.’ He spread out long, calloused fingers in a begging motion. ‘My son, my son. Tariban make him do. They make him do.’ His hands pressed together, rising and falling in a praying motion.

Everyone flinched as gunfire crackled behind them. Ben hoped that he recognised the sound of a British Army light machine gun. 

‘Stay here and cover them. No-one leaves or moves from here. Got it?’ Ben shouted firmly as the two paras nodded. He sprinted towards the gunfire. ‘Bravo Two, was that you?’ he shouted into the radio as he ran, hoping the roof sniper had not got another one.

‘Yes, Boss. He’s on his own and tried to make a run for it. Think we’ve winged him; either way he’s pinned down. We’re going in to finish the job.’

‘Negative, Bravo Two, they’re just kids set up by the Taliban. Hold your position until I get there.’ Ben ran across the open ground. 

He was almost too late. One of Smudger’s reports had pulled the wounded shooter from the roof terrace and was pressing his gun against the head of a very frightened teenage boy.

‘Do not fire your weapon, Private. I repeat, do not fire your weapon, and that’s an order.’

Ben repeated the same order, as all three members of Bravo Two turned towards him. The red mist which shrouded them did not need to be visible for Ben to see its effect. Even his closest supporter, Corporal Smith, wrapped his morals within its folds.

‘Sarge, he just murdered Samsy and Ferret. Shot ‘em in cold blood. Our mates, Sarge.’ Smudger started to lose it now. ‘This fucking bastard just shot our fucking mates. We can’t let him get away with it.’ He shook with rage and tightened his finger around the trigger, just as a few dozen nervous looking villagers appeared around the corner. 

Ben’s two colleagues, unsuccessfully holding back the human tide, walked backwards in front of them. The mother of the ten-year-old boy from earlier was now down on her knees, screaming hysterically in Pashto. Anguish is a universal language, as she thumped her fists against her chest. She reached out her scrawny, rag-clad arms to him, then towards the shooter. Ben realised it was another of her sons, carrying out the Taliban’s bidding under threat of death, of murdering his family. They’d given him a gun and press-ganged him into their service. 

‘Shoot the fucker.’ This time it was Smudger who raised his gun and stared mutinously at Ben.


	

Chapter Two

Ben used the lectern’s controls to gradually bring up the lights in GMB’s spacious auditorium and conducted the large window blinds to retreat into their ceiling recesses. As light flooded into the auditorium, a man, so obviously out of place in a Swiss bank, emerged from the shadows at the back. He had seen all he needed to. Walking calmly to the car park, he made a call. 

‘It’s me. Mason checks out, he appears to be solid. I’d say go ahead as planned. I didn’t detect anything that says he knows this was orchestrated.’

‘Good, thanks, Francois. I’ll meet with him later today and see if we can get him on board.’

*

Ben was always intrigued to observe audiences’ reactions at this point. A universal exhale, blinking against Zurich’s bright morning sunlight as it flooded into the room. Gradually they came back into the present. Ben knew it was not just the bright sunlight that made them blink. They were all stunned by the intimacy of their submersion in war’s brutality. Mainstream media’s stage-managed reproduction was seldom close enough to show the real horror as it unfolded. Nonetheless, a tentative applause built. Civilised business protocol dictated you applauded at the end of a presentation, although many were unsure whether they should be doing so. 

Helmand had been fifteen years ago, and Ben Mason was now a consultant running a two-day ‘Leadership In A Crisis, or Crisis In A Leadership?’ seminar for the senior leaders of GMB, one of the world’s largest and most systemically important financial institutions. 

The Helmand patrol had been the final straw in his crusade against the British Army for their inadequate intel, equipment, and strategy. But they only let you leave on their terms, and Ben had been forced to sign an NDA – a legal contract that was effectively an indefinitely suspended sentence. 

‘You will shortly break out into your working groups, then we’ll rotate you through the various modules. But before we do that, are there any questions?’

Ben pointed. ‘Yes, the young man on that end of the row. Your question, please?’

‘I’ve never read the Geneva Convention, but you can’t just shoot prisoners. Your men’s reaction almost implies it would be accepted if it can’t be proved?’

‘You’re right, you cannot just shoot prisoners.’ Ben paused. ‘Simplistically, if war has been declared, you can legally shoot the enemy if they are a threat to your life. But literally, within a second, you must protect them if they cease to be a threat. For instance, by surrendering. In short, though, no, we did not shoot him. We took him back with us and handed him over to the ANA, the Afghan National Army, who processed him under their laws. The village elder was particularly pleased, as it was one of his four sons. Two had already been killed by the Taliban, so he was very happy with the outcome.’ 

Ben was accustomed to that question, and it benefited no-one to dwell on the legal complexities of armed conflict. None of these people would ever have to make the decisions he’d had to. Nor incur the rejection of their comrades for saving a prisoner’s life while, simultaneously, attracting the disdain of their seniors for letting the incident happen in the first place.

‘Herr Mason, which aspect of your version of leadership deals with assaulting a senior member of staff? Your boss, I believe?’

Eighty people’s rapt attention creates an audible sound.

Ben tried hard not to pause. ‘There’s no particular aspect of leadership which directly covers that.’ His smile hid much. ‘But as you appear to be so interested in my personal life, I will tell you. I was a Director of Staunton Wier.’ 

They all knew Staunton Wier – an aggressive and profitable London-based competitor. 

‘I ran asset infrastructure mergers and acquisitions.’ 

The audience now knew who Ben was; Staunton was the market leader of this profitable sphere. 

‘My boss sent me to Zurich, to set up an office for the emerging Eastern European market. His criteria for choosing me was because, unknown to anyone, he was obsessed with my wife.’ 

Dissent rose from the audience. 

‘My wife worked at Staunton, that’s where we met. We now know from text messages that my boss was fixated with her, and you would understand why if you had ever met her. I joined Staunton, and over some years we met, fell in love, and married. This did not sit well with him, so he created a reason for me to be transferred to Zurich. And while I was away, he sexually assaulted her. It happened on a group Away Day, and late in the evening, with some drink consumed, he groped my wife. No witnesses, her word against his. “It was a misunderstanding, a bit of fun that got out of hand” was his defence, so I confronted him. He smiled, said she had been drunk and had encouraged him.

‘That was an insult to my wife, and me, so I punched him, and that put Staunton in an impossible position; they had to immediately fire me. Unlike my relationship with the British Army, I haven’t signed a Non-Disclosure with Staunton, so I can tell you about it. To directly answer your question, I think we would want our leaders to brave enough to do the right thing, no matter what the circumstances. That is what we’ll be talking about over the next two days. I hope that has answered your questions?’

The impulsive applause from the audience answered that question and won Ben many admirers. None more so than Claus Oppenheimer, the Chairman of GMB, who had stayed at the back, exactly where the stranger had stood earlier. Claus left and sought his secretary. 

‘Iris, can you find out if this leadership course has a wrap-up meeting. If it does, please move whatever is in my diary so I can attend. Thanks.’


	

Chapter Three

‘Hello, Ben, I’m Claus Oppenheimer.’

Claus extended his hand, giving Ben time to evaluate him for the first time. Almost forty years between them, Claus’ handshake was firmer than Ben had expected. An athletic frame supported an upright posture, rare for a man in his seventies. Only a few inches shorter than Ben, he had calm, blue grey eyes sitting steady in a healthy face. As they shook hands, Claus gave a barely perceptible shrug that said, ‘I’m comfortable being Claus.’ 

‘You really do not need to introduce yourself, Mr. Oppenheimer. It’s a pleasure to meet you.’

‘Tell me, why such a dramatic role change, not to mention income reduction? Why didn’t you try to find another role like the Staunton one?’

Ben noted how Claus smiled while he talked. 

‘It’s a big risk to employ an ex-special forces soldier with a history of punching their boss. The person who gets that one wrong seriously damages their own career if something happened again. So, yes. I took a downgrade to take stock of my situation, and it’s worked well, so far.’

‘What would you say to working here, at GMB? We’d really like you to join us.’ Neither man blinked as each searched the other’s eyes.

‘That’s not what I was expecting you to say.’ Ben laughed in response, trying to hide his surprise. ‘I would be lying if I said I wasn’t interested, but what job are you offering? I don’t want to be a Leadership Developer all my life?’

‘No, that would be a waste of your talents and GMB’s money. I don’t want you to do that either. I want you to recreate a team here to do exactly what you did so successfully at Staunton.’ 

Claus was not comfortable lying, but he knew he had no option. ‘I want you to build a team here in Zurich, because I want to be close to this. We won’t need to haggle about your conditions. Shall we say the same package as Staunton?’ Claus extended his hand towards Ben.

‘Hold on, Claus. I haven’t said I would do this yet, but if I did, I wouldn’t expect the same package until I had produced the same results.’ 

Claus just smiled. ‘OK, Ben, you write your business plan. Tell me what you need in order to build your team, and if you generate the same results, we’ll pay you the same. Can we at least shake on that? And I’d like you to start straight away.’

‘Blimey, Claus, you don’t hang about, do you?’ Ben smiled as he shook Claus’ hand. ‘I’ll need to tie up a few loose ends with my current employers, but I’m sure they’ll co-operate.’

‘Oh, I’m sure they will, Ben. I’m sure they will.’ Claus had already spoken with Ben’s employers. Not in a million years could you ever guess the business plan I have in mind, thought Claus, behind his charming smile. 

*

No-one could refuse an opportunity such as the one Claus had offered and, after the leadership course, Ben’s employers organised an impromptu celebration in his honour. That it secured GMB as their client for some time to come was a bonus. A cause worthy of much celebration, which predictably resulted in Ben not even trying to catch his Friday night flight home. As a result, his employers insisted Ben stayed overnight in one of Zurich’s best hotels – the Sonne Berg. 

Unfortunately, they had a room available.


	

Chapter Four

The fog in Ben’s head muffled the siren, smothering the shrill decibels before they scattered. The noise inside his head pulsed painfully, in time with his heartbeat, and growing louder as he regained his senses. 

The explosion had ripped out the hotel’s façade, tossing him like trash in a storm onto the second-floor landing in the process. An hour earlier he had been celebrating a new job; an instant earlier he had been in his room on the floor above; now he was on his back, looking up to where the upper floors used to be as he battled confusion. He lay next to the grand oak and bronze serpent of a staircase that spiralled skyward, up into the smoke. It was all that separated him from the inferno blazing below and into which he now stared.

Flames leapt from the twenty-metre chasm torn from the building’s colonnaded front. Vibrant bolts of red and crimson brought to life the small statues in their alcoves, set into the stairs’ curved wall, as Ben dug into his survival instincts to control the fear. The deafening noise, heat, and smoke allowed no respite, and he struggled to think clearly as death’s spectre prowled. He’d seen men lose everything when that happened, overcome by the instinct to just run, often fatally. Panic is an undemanding mistress compared with the taskmaster of rational thinking. 

Water sprayed from the ruptured pipes, showering him as he tried to take in the mayhem. The fire’s energy pulsed through the wooden balustrade as he gripped the old beam to haul himself upright. He had been close to too many explosions, and the trauma did not become easier with familiarity; it became harder. Every time was a new battle to quell the fear that grew inside. 

Ben pressed his back into the contour of the staircase’s curved walls as he descended. Soaked by the sprinklers, the cool of the wall contrasted to the fire burning hot against his face. He was winning the fight to bring his breathing under control as he inched down the staircase, one tentative step at a time. The fire raged in the ground floor foyer, gaining momentum and billowing up to reach him. He choked as the black cloud enveloped him, folded him into its body, filled his lungs, and gouged his eyes. Tears streamed down his face as he looked up at the plumes of smoke escaping through the hole ripped from the Sonne Berg hotel’s upper floors. Past where his room had been and out into the cold Zurich night sky. Almost obliterated while asleep in the world’s safest city. 

Ben’s self-preservation mode was interrupted by the wheezing cough of another casualty. Alive but injured by the sounds of it, as he dropped below the thickening smoke to crawl across the wet marble landing. A body lay face down a short distance ahead, perilously close to the newly formed edge of the landing. Ben heard a thin, rasping cough, barely audible above the thundering bellow of the fire.

‘Hold on, I’m coming,’ he shouted above the fire’s roar and the grind of metal against metal, as the crippled structure twisted in agony. Its ancient steelwork, damaged by the force of the blast, hopelessly defending against the inevitable.

‘Hang on.’ Each word raked his throat as the smoke tightened its grip; involuntarily he choked and convulsed as he stretched out his long frame until he met the familiar submission of a corpse. A cold and clammy hand, unresponsive. Hand-over-hand Ben dragged the slight form across the wet marble and away from the edge. Pulling the body closer, it reacted to the movement and coughed as poisonous smoke invaded its lungs. 

‘I can’t wake him.’ It was a woman, sobbing, her thin, lank hair plastered to a pale, scared face. ‘My husband’s still in our room and I can’t wake him. You must save him.’

Although the fire’s heat rolled over him, Ben shivered as long-buried memories resurrected themselves. The flames spiralled skyward from the hotel’s lobby as he instinctively drew them both back further from the edge. Back towards the relative safety of the staircase, where the air close to the wet floor allowed brief relief. The woman used the respite to plead with Ben. 

‘The explosion, I can’t wake him.’

Ben’s instinct screamed at him to run and save himself. He’d been here before, though; he knew he couldn’t walk away, his conscience said save her and her husband. Memories returned, anxiety flooded in, threatening to drown him. His senses said run; finally, he surfaced. 

‘I’ll get him,’ Ben shouted above the noise. ‘Where is he?’ She pointed a shaky finger back into the dense, clawing smoke. 

‘OK. Can you make it downstairs on your own?’ 

A feeble nod, but Ben could see the fear as her pleading eyes refused to let him go.

‘I know you can make it on your own. Just keep close to the floor and you’ll be fine. I’ll get your husband,’ he told her.

Ben squinted through half closed eyes, blinking away tears from the toxic fumes, and looked low across the hallway floor. Several metres away he could make out the open doorway to one of the grand suites. With his face skimming the cold marble, he crawled forward on his elbows, starting now to register the dozens of scratches on his body as he moved into a calmer and more measured frame of mind.

Pushing open the suite’s heavy wooden doors, he pressed himself further into the floor. The doors’ burnished brass furniture and polished surfaces reflected the flames prowling behind him. His body exhaled in gratitude when he found himself sliding over the relative comfort of the thick Chinese rugs gracing the Sonne Berg’s exclusive grand suites. 

Stay focussed, find the husband, and get the hell out of here. Repeating it over and over to himself, the distraction worked. He had learned to use it years ago when it had also been life and death.

Thick smoke made breathing and vision difficult, and with each breath the pain in his lungs reminded him that time was running out. He felt the heat from the fire below radiate through the oak-beamed floor and thick rugs. Fighting to retain the control he had gained, Ben concentrated on making a systematic, crawling circuit of the room. He buried his face into the expensive fabrics covering chairs and sofas, filtering the poisonous air through the heavy materials. The smoke’s talons scored his throat and lungs, each cough causing a convulsion as the body’s natural defence was to cough, again. His head felt about to burst as he blindly collided with furniture, forcing himself to ignore the pain accumulated from blind contact with broken ornaments previously adorning tables and shelves. 

His tentative touch met a different object – cool and smooth, not sharp and broken. Ben thought he heard classical music. A Brahm’s lullaby? He drew it close to his face, inviting the inevitable pain when he squinted through swollen eyelids to examine it. The blurred outline of a mobile phone appeared, and it was ringing.

Eyes closed against the feeling of gravel being ground into his eyes, he pressed the answer button and croaked hoarsely into the phone. ‘Whose phone is this?’ 

A hysterical voice replied, shouting quickly in a language he did not understand. 

He cut across the voice. ‘I’m in the Sonne Berg Hotel. There’s been an explosion, and the hotel’s on fire. I’m trying to find someone, probably the owner of this phone, but I can’t see anything. Can you tell me their name, yes or no? Anything other than yes, and I hang up.’

Straining his ears for a response, he was about to drop the phone when a female voice clearly announced, ‘Claus Oppenheimer. My father’s name is Claus Oppenheimer.’


	

Chapter Five

Ben had to repeat it in his mind several times. Was the man he had met for the first time today, his new boss, somewhere in the same poison-filled cauldron of the blazing Sonne Berg Hotel? Musty steam rose through the thick rug as the clock ticked down, and Ben tried to straighten his mind. What was Claus Oppenheimer doing here? 

Ben inhaled and shouted Claus’ name. The convulsion gripped his core as a faint and feeble voice whispered from above. His hand searched upwards into the dark haze, and a frail forearm tumbled down. As they connected, Ben pulled the limp and barely alive Claus Oppenheimer from his to-be deathbed where, ten minutes earlier, he had been knocked unconscious by the blast. 

He could feel the inferno below, heating the floor, now almost too hot to touch; even a few seconds contact was painful. Ben dragged his pyjama-clad companion across the wet floor as wispy steam spiralled slowly upwards. The thin vapour raised the layer of toxic smog, making it possible to breathe and to drag the increasingly alert Claus. 

‘Wait, wait, where’s Ingrid?’ jabbered Claus. ‘She’s in here.’ 

Claus was hysterical now and dug his fingers into Ben’s arm as he dragged him across the steaming floor. 

‘Your wife? She’s downstairs. She was the one who sent me here to get you. Come on, we’ve got to get out of here.’ 

Claus, blood trickling from an enormous bruise on his forehead, became immovable when he recognised his saviour. 

‘Ben? Are you one of them? Have you come to torture me, to tell you everything, and then you’ll kill me?’ Claus incoherently demanded. ‘I’m not going anywhere with you if you are with them,’ he slurred. 

Ben’s instincts were to get to safety as quickly as possible and worry about anything else afterwards. But who were ‘they’? And why would ‘they’ want Oppenheimer killed? 

He gripped Claus by his pyjama jacket, drew him close, and in a voluble voice stated, ‘I’ve no idea what you’re on about. I’m getting out of here and not holding a bloody debate about it while running an increased risk of being cremated. You’ve taken a knock to your head, you’re concussed, and not making any sense. Now, stay if you want, but I’m getting out of here.’ 

Even above the increasing roar of the fire, Ben’s sentiment brooked no discussion. Claus’ blue grey eyes blinked as they searched Ben’s, then slowly he nodded his head, and something passed between them.

‘Sorry, Ben.’

‘No worries. Now put your hand on my back and don’t take it off.’

A contrite Claus stumbled on meekly, leaning heavily on Ben as he led the way back out into the dense smoke.

‘Ingrid. Her name is Ingrid,’ Claus mumbled. ‘She’s a very persuasive woman. She proposed to me, you know.’ 

Ben wasn’t sure, but he thought he heard Claus chuckle. 

‘We’ll reminisce later. Right now, it’s time for us to get out of here,’ said Ben in an altogether calmer voice. With one hand guiding Claus, he continued, bent double, towards the doors of the suite and into the mayhem beyond. 

Out on the landing, the fire’s thunder was deafening. It was a testament to the engineers and architects of the Sonne Berg’s centuries’ old structure that it hadn’t already collapsed, but Ben knew that was imminent. Through the combined effects of the explosion and the fire’s heat, the floors above disintegrated. The uppermost levels closest to the explosion, and immediately above the fire, crumbled. Falling in upon themselves, they formed a huge crater, out of which rockets of flame roared skyward.

The sweeping staircase was a spiralling funnel of combustive energy, creating a vortex that dragged upwards much of the black, acrid fumes. It allowed Ben and Claus to stand, bent over, as they blindly staggered along the hallway, deeper into the hotel and away from the fire. 

‘Do you know how to get out of here?’ Claus shouted above the noise. 

‘Not exactly. But this hallway goes only two ways and,’ jerking his thumb behind them, ‘we’ll be fried in an instant that way.’ 

‘I may know a way out. We’ve stayed here many times. If each floor has the same design, there’ll be an emergency exit at the end of the next hallway on the left.’ 

Claus gave a knowing nod as the fire escape appeared exactly where he said it would be. Ben knew better. He tapped the door handle for a second, then held it for a few seconds longer. 

‘The handle’s cold, which means there’s no fire on the other side. But it’s not all good news. I can feel cool air being dragged through the gaps around the doorframe; the fire this side is drawing it in to feed the fire which causes a vacuum the other side of the door. First hurdle is to open the door against that vacuum. Then, as soon as I open it, fresh oxygen will rush to this side, feeding that monster.’

Pointing to the cauldron steadily advancing towards them, Ben went on, ‘When the fire realises there’s fresh oxygen up here, it will come at us like a runaway train. Do you understand?’

Claus’ wild-eyed stare told Ben he did, but he added a nod to confirm it. 

‘The fire will search high first of all. It’ll burn the oxygen against the ceiling, then it’ll come for us. Your pyjamas, your hair, your skin, it’ll go for everything. So be ready. When I get the door open, get through and down as quick as you can. The door will be pulled shut by the pressure.’ 

‘You good to go?’ Ben recognised hesitation lurking in Claus’ eyes, and he placed a hand on the man’s shoulder. ‘You’re pretty brave for an old man, Oppenheimer, I’ll give you that.’ 

Claus mumbled a weak, ‘Thank you’ as another part of the hotel crashed down behind them.

‘OK, let’s go.’ Ben tucked Claus under his arm, crouched down and, turning the handle, pushed against the door. It held firm at first, until a sudden whoosh of cool air rolled over them, the door gave way, and they tumbled through. Although Ben had told Claus what to expect, the fury of a roaring, oxygen-hungry monster was unlike any noise heard in nature. In an instant Ben felt intense heat on the back of his head. A second later he smelt the sulphurous stench of burning hair as he shoved Claus down the first few steps. Then he spun on his back on the concrete floor and twisted, tearing skin against the rough surface, and slammed the door closed with his feet. The flames trapped on their side of the door snarled angrily at him. Then evaporated. 

Any thoughts of recovery were loudly interrupted by the sound of several thousand tonnes of steel and concrete rising in a crescendo as the proud but crippled old building entered her final death throws.

Ben picked Claus up in a fireman’s carry then launched himself down the fire escape, three steps at a time. The speed of their descent on the concrete steps, exacerbated by Claus’ additional weight, tore at the soles of Ben’s feet. His heart raced; his feet felt as if they were on fire. Down another flight. Five agonising bare-footed impacts, twisting on the half-way platform, then another bone-jarring five. Now taking the steps four at a time. They were in a race against time as heavy chunks of masonry tumbled from above. A direct hit would be fatal. Ben’s free hand gripped the rail running down the centre of the staircase. Each painful step sent shock waves through him. 

His high-speed descent carrying Claus tested every muscle to the extreme. Finally arriving at the ground floor, having taken the last flight in two giant strides, the force of the impact and their combined momentum collapsed him onto one knee. 

In an instant Ben had gathered himself and was charging headlong across the last twenty metres of the bare concrete corridor towards the two exit doors. Driving his knees higher with every bound, he increased their momentum. 

Masonry crashed down around them. They would not have enough time to stop and operate the exit’s Push-Bar mechanism. The door on the right would be anchored top and bottom into the frame. The door on the left would only be fixed to the one on the right by the Push-Bar halfway up. Mustering all the energy he could, Ben tensed every sinew and dropped his free shoulder hard into the bar of the left-hand door. 

Whatever testament to construction was owed to the original architects of the Sonne Berg, the same could not be said about the more recent architects of their fire escape doors. Ben’s fight-or-flight fuelled momentum ripped out the locking mechanism of the now freely swinging left-hand door. 

Unsure whether he had broken something, or everything, Claus’ deadweight on his shoulder had sandwiched Ben’s head against the door on impact. Blood now gushed, mixing with the sweat on his smoke-stained skin, and ran in rivulets down his shoulder and chest. Swaying unsteadily, he tried to take in the frenetic activity around him.

The earth throbbed with a deep percussion as a herd of diesel engines produced a discordant, dense wall of noise. Zurich’s emergency services’ shrill sirens shrieked in a higher key, to which the hundreds of emergency personnel frantically danced. Writhing pythons cavorted down Bahnhofstrasse; hundreds of metres of slithering, pulsating, circular grey canvas firehoses, stretched taut from the enormous pressure.

The activity paused momentarily to turn and look at Ben, dressed only in his boxer shorts, with the inert body of Claus over his shoulder. As he collapsed unconscious onto the dark wet floor, a dozen hands reached out to him. 


	

Chapter Six

Ben regained consciousness on a stretcher in the back of an ambulance, wrapped in a silver recovery blanket, reflecting the bright ceiling lights and illuminating the interior. He raised an arm to shield his eyes, bringing with it an array of electric sensors, drips, and wires. A monitor displaying his vital signs was accompanied by the rhythmic soundtrack of a steady heart rate as he half raised his sore body onto his elbows, the action quickly reminding him of his painful exit. His guttural reaction, muted by the oxygen mask, attracted the attention of the ambulance’s male nurse attendant who placed strong hands upon Ben’s shoulders. 

‘Ah, we were wondering when you would re-join us, Herr Mason. Claus has been telling us how he found the way out of the building. You are both extremely brave and a little fortunate. It is a miracle not more people died in this attack.’

‘Attack? It was an attack? Not a gas explosion or something?’ 

‘No, Herr Mason, not a gas explosion. Gas explosions seldom take out an entire city block, nor occur on the fourth floor of a hotel. The Police believe it was a terrorist attack.’ 

Pre-occupied with survival, Ben had given little thought to what had caused the explosion, but terrorists in Zurich didn’t sound right. Right now, though, nothing did other than he was alive. He lay back on the stretcher, slowly working his mind around his body. What hurt? How badly? Then sitting bolt upright, he pulled the mask from his face, 

‘Did you just say Oppenheimer found the way out of the building? Did he tell you that?’ demanded a somewhat agitated Ben.

‘Please calm yourself, Herr Mason. Herr Oppenheimer is just in the adjacent ambulance being attended to before being transferred to the hospital. You’re both going there when the doctor has seen you. You were unconscious, so Herr Oppenheimer has given quite a full account of your escape. I know he and his family will be pleased to learn you are awake and alert.’

‘Damn right I’m awake,’ exclaimed Ben, irritated with Claus’ version of events. 


	

Chapter Seven

Ben did not recognise the lady striding confidently into his room in Corpus Christi Hospital. The nurse holding open the door gave a small nod, and the woman smiled to acknowledge the polite gesture then walked directly towards Ben. The tall lilies cradled in her arms were placed carefully on the bed as she took his hand and held it in both of hers. 

Elegant with a serene smile and opal green eyes radiating warmth, she was dressed modestly but expensively in the best the purveyors of haute couture for ladies of considerable wealth and style could provide. Ben doubted he was the first person to be entranced by whoever she was. Her hair was expertly and recently coiffured, the perfume subtle, and her movements unhurried.

In fact, it was only when she spoke that Ben fully recognised who she was. It seemed an eternity ago, amid the volcanic chaos of the Sonne Berg’s crumbling and enflamed second floor landing, that he had met Ingrid Oppenheimer. 

‘Thanks for the lilies, Frau Oppenheimer. I’m sorry, but I didn’t recognise you with your clothes on.’ 

Ingrid’s laugh was spontaneous; full enough to be genuine, but not short enough to be dismissive. 

Tilting her head towards him, Ingrid Oppenheimer held Ben’s hand to her cheek. ‘Our family owes you a huge debt of gratitude, Mr. Mason, but please call me Ingrid. I hate the formality of Frau anything. And no more “recognise you with your clothes on” jokes, my husband may not approve.’ Ingrid smiled with her eyes.

‘Your husband nearly got himself left behind on a couple of occasions, Ingrid.’ 

‘Aha, I see you have met the real Claus Oppenheimer.’ She laughed, her face lighting up, her eyes electric, a passion and an energy shining through them from which Ben could see the Oppenheimer family were a formidable force. No ordinary pairing of husband and wife.

A thirty-year younger embodiment of Ingrid had followed her into the room and was extending her hand towards him. ‘Hi Ben, I’m Stephanie Oppenheimer.’

A head taller than her mother, the intensity of her emerald eyes revealed the genetic connection. She had a wide, confident smile beneath high cheekbones, framed by shoulder-length auburn hair. Shaking her hand, Ben was surprised by how much he had underestimated the strength of her grip. 

‘We can’t thank you enough for saving my father, and I’m sorry you were injured. I hope you’re not in too much pain?’ 

Stephanie was indeed sorrier than Ben could ever have guessed; he had been in their plans, the Sonne Berg had not.

‘The only pain I have is not being allowed out of this bed, and not knowing what happened or why? Do you know what the Police think?’

Stephanie’s eyes momentarily flicked to her mother before replying cautiously, ‘They’re not saying anything at the moment, although a terrorist attack is the most likely explanation.’ 

‘Terrorists?’ Ben paused to study the body language of his two guests. ‘I don’t go with that. A terrorist cell, organised enough to source that much high explosive, would pick something strategic like the Parliament building or Zurich Airport, not a posh hotel.’

Ingrid returned Stephanie’s glance before continuing. ‘Then what other reasons could there be?’

‘Whoever was responsible wanted to make a statement about themselves, about how powerful and ruthless they are.’

‘Does this put you off working with my husband then?’ Without realising it, Ingrid had just connected Claus to the explosion, or at least she had in Ben’s mind.

‘After last night I don’t know, because now I don’t know what the job is. Who were they trying to kill, Ingrid?’

Ingrid was too smart to show much, but she showed enough. He could see her carefully framing her next statement. Still holding his hand, she sat down on the edge of his bed as if suddenly tired. He noticed a slight change in how she held herself, her shoulders imperceptibly softened. Ben waited for her to speak.

‘We don’t know for certain.’ Ingrid’s eyes hid many truths, and there was resignation in her voice as Stephanie sat next to her, placing an arm around her mother’s shoulders. Stephanie looked directly at Ben.

‘Actually, Ben, we do know for certain. We know a group of four people want to kill my father to send a message, exactly as you just guessed.’ Ben could see each word was a struggle. ‘They would have succeeded if you hadn’t saved him. You must understand how grateful we are for that.’ He could see anger and strength in Stephanie’s eyes, hear it in her voice.

‘If you think the Sonne Berg explosion was attempted murder, why haven’t you gone to the Police?’

‘We have, but we have to be careful, this is so much bigger than you can ever imagine, and we don’t know who to trust. We’ve spoken with Inspector Remy, a senior policeman who we know. We’re not close, but he knows us well enough to know we’re not excitable paranoiacs. Remy was already suspicious and had people looking into it. It will take some time to determine anything concrete.’

Before Stephanie could say anything more, Ingrid regained her composure. ‘We’re grateful to you for saving Claus, but we shouldn’t involve you in this, Ben, it’s not your battle.’

‘It became my battle when they tried to blow me up, crush, and cremate me. I’d like to find the people who did this.’ Ben hoped that would suffice, for now.

Ingrid still had hold of his hand. ‘Ben, there is so much you do not understand; these monsters are some of the most dangerous people on the planet. They annihilate anyone who stands in their way, and no-one is safe from these people if they think you’re their enemy. But if you did find them, what would you do?’ 

‘Well, I’d hand them over to the authorities, of course.’ Ben paused and looked at Stephanie. Neither needed to say anything. ‘I want to find these people, and you can work with me if you want, but you’ll need to tell me everything you know.’ Ben’s tone was flat, direct.

Mother and daughter said nothing. He knew they were trying to read each other’s minds.

‘Ben, there’s more to this than you can ever imagine, and my husband should be the one who tells you. It’s complex and dangerous. We’re seeing him next, so I’ll let him know what you’ve said.’

Ben was both relieved and disappointed when the young nurse in the crisp white uniform announced that Trauma Patients’ visiting times were restricted. He was unsure as to which trauma the nurse was referring: that of escaping the Sonne Berg, or discovering your new boss was the target of a hit squad.

‘We will leave you to rest now, Ben. I’ll talk with Claus, and I know he’ll want to come and see you. As you now understand this was a deliberate attack, you’ll understand why we want to move the two of you to our summer home overlooking the lake. We’ll all be safer there, and you’ll understand more when you and Claus talk. Because of what’s going on, the house is being reconstructed to make it more secure, which is why we were in the Hotel Sonne Berg.’ Ingrid held his hand firmly. ‘And thank you again for saving Claus, and yourself. This is not over yet. It won’t be for a long time.’ 

‘Goodbye, Ben.’ Stephanie stopped herself from saying anything more. She would leave that to her father.

Ingrid and Stephanie were respectfully shepherded out of the room by the young nurse. From the deference she showed to his two guests, you would have thought minor royalty had been visiting. 

*

‘I think it’s only fair Papa should tell him. That man is lying in a hospital bed because of us, Mamma. He deserves to know.’

‘Claus wants to tell him, but we must recognise we’re putting Ben in a lot of danger if we do. It’s not just about being fair. It’s also about protecting Ben.’ 

*

Late summer sun shone through the half open window, gently reflected from the white bed linen and light-grey walls. Ben closed his eyes to think and connected with the sounds of normal life drifting in. The muted rumble of distant traffic, a plane in the distance, presumably landing or taking off from Zurich Airport. The hospital had to be near a river, or possibly even the lake, as he could hear the deep rhythmic pendulum of a marine diesel engine. Faintly, the higher pitch of excited children’s voices reminded him it was a Saturday – no school today.

Ben lay like that for some time. Turning over in his mind the events of the last thirty-six hours, he reflected on how life was never scripted but merely a sequence of unforeseen events that never ran according to any plan. He already had a pretty good idea who it was that had nearly killed him, and he knew what he was going to do. Before then, he needed a long chat with Claus Oppenheimer to hear from him more about the people who wanted him dead, and why.

The room’s serenity, contrasted with the mayhem of Friday evening, were such opposing states that Ben had difficulty connecting them. They both seemed completely unreal when compared with his life before yesterday. Instead of the unscripted stay at the Sonne Berg on Friday evening, he would have flown back to London City Airport. He preferred flying into City Airport for a couple of reasons. One was logical; it was a small airport. Few planes landed at nine o’clock on a Friday evening, so there were no queues at customs and immigration. Immediately outside the terminal was the Docklands Light Railway, and ten minutes on the DLR saw Ben home. 

The other reason he liked to fly into City Airport was a more emotional one. A few decades ago, that part of London had been home to the centuries’ old, terraced houses of London’s dockers and porters of the capital’s famous and vibrant markets. The fruit, vegetables, fish, and meat markets, whose fresh produce arrived in the pre-dawn to be handled by the planet’s oldest machines – man, and the occasional woman. Occupations since replaced by the computerised logistics and delivery systems of internationally travelled containers. 

This was Ben’s heritage. His typically large and extended east end of London family had lived and worked here. They had been born, married, drunk, fought, went off to, but not all returned from, the British Empire’s various wars from here. Their memories were buried in the very ground where the Olympic Stadium now proudly stood. Ben had been born in East Ham, a few minutes’ bus ride away, and he loved the feel of the whole place. It was a natural habitat for him, and where most of his oldest friends still lived. The people, their earthy priorities of family, friends, and life couldn’t have been further away from high finance and murderous explosions in five-star hotels. But here he was in a Zurich hospital bed, recovering from exactly that.


	

Chapter Eight

‘Mr. Mason. You need to wake up.’

With one large hand firmly rocking Ben’s shoulder, the tall and rangy stranger woke him. ‘Wake up, Ben, we have to leave.’

Startled, Ben sat up quickly in his bed. ‘Who the fuck are you?’

Now fully alert, Ben viewed his visitor with some suspicion, recognising the type even though he had never seen him before. From the look, haircut, and penetrating eyes, Ben guessed ex-soldier. His posture confirmed the profile, and he appeared to have learned his English at the same school as the Oppenheimers. 

‘My name is Francois.’ He offered a paw of a hand to Ben. ‘I am a friend of Claus Oppenheimer, and I am here to take you to him. I am sorry, Mr. Mason, but we must go now.’
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