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        London, Whitehall, the Old War Office.

      

      

      Once the home of Churchill’s War Rooms, it is now home to MI6 and MI8 of the British Secret Service. A large, white, majestic building close to the River Thames and St James’s Park.

      The Military Intelligence Section Eight, or MI8, was created during the First World War. It was responsible for signals and communications. It was split into four sections: A, B, C, and D, and during the Second World War, it was renamed the RSS, or the Radio Security Service, where it did a lot of damage, seeking out enemy radio sets and blocking transmissions. Later, Section Eight was absorbed into the Government Communications Headquarters, or GCHQ.

      That was until recent world events called for a different approach to how the Secret Service went about its business.

      Before, in the days of the Cold War, everyone knew who the enemy was; now, things were different, a whole lot different, and the solution was simple: bring back Section Eight. But their role was different. This would be the Secret Service of the Secret Service, the dirty secret nobody wanted to discuss but needed.

      Over the years, whether because of books, TV, or the movies, MI6 had been made public; Britain needed a part of the Secret Service that was just that… a secret.

      MI8 was small compared with MI5 and MI6, with only four hundred members and a handful of agents. It had been seven years since its creation. However, the numbers had been kept discreetly short for security reasons. Four hundred was a good number to keep track of its members. In contrast, thousands of employees were more complex and could be easily infiltrated.

      MI8 consisted of Army personnel, whereas MI6 consisted mainly of Navy intelligence, and MI5 consisted of Oxford or Cambridge brainiacs. However, regardless of their makeup, they had each other’s backs when it came to it.

      MI8 shared the seventh floor with MI6. This was cost-effective and tactically efficient because they were just down the hall if MI6 required MI8’s services.

      It was two in the afternoon when the bad news came.

      The head of MI8 sat in his red leather Chesterfield office chair and sighed. The news of the massacre at Lord Steel’s residence had reached him an hour ago. An unknown number of assailants had entered the grounds of Lord Steel’s estate and proceeded to murder everyone there. The motive and who these mercenaries worked for were yet unknown.

      Lord Steel hadn’t just been the head of MI8’s operations against terrorists and governmental espionage; he had also been a close friend for many years.

      The man, known as CO, looked tired and drained. Although he was in his late fifties, he now looked in his late sixties—a drawback of his new job as head of MI8.

      He was well over six feet tall, with broad shoulders and the beginnings of a somewhat portly figure, but he held the stature of a soldier. Indeed, anyone who saw him knew he had been a high-ranking officer, possibly a general.

      His white hair was styled with a side parting that stood out from his slightly tanned skin. It was the only thing he had brought back from a recent trip to Washington, D.C.

      He looked around the office, a large room constructed in the late eighteen hundreds. Tall bookshelves and portraits in gilded golden frames hid its oak flooring and half-panelled walls. He glanced at the telephone on his desk, which had begun ringing. Lifting the receiver from the cradle, he spoke.

      ‘Yes?’ His Oxford voice was a deep baritone.

      He listened to the person on the other end but remained silent until the man had finished his briefing.

      ‘So, John, he survived. Anyone else?’ CO said.

      The person continued with the briefing.

      CO nodded as he took in the information. ‘Heavy death toll, you say, including the Earl and Lady Steel. Bad business. But at least the lad took some of the beggars with him.’

      The voice on the phone concurred.

      ‘So, that bloody gardener of theirs came through. Do we know what he injected the lad with? If John pulls through, it might be an idea to get the formula.’

      The man continued, and CO listened; his expression changed from despair to hope.

      ‘Where is the lad now?’ CO replied, hoping for more good news.

      The man on the other end of the line explained the situation and the condition of John Steel. CO’s face turned grim with the news.

      John Steel was given a thirty per cent chance of survival. He was in surgery, and after that, he would be put in an induced coma to relieve his body from stress as it began to heal itself, and machines would keep him alive.

      The man on the other end had been told by doctors that the bullets had missed most of the major organs—whether by the shooter being a lousy shot or by design, planning for John to die slowly or survive but be confined to a wheelchair or even a bed for the rest of his life.

      The man finished the call, and CO put the handset on the cradle. Standing up, he headed for the large window at the far end of the room and looked over at the River Thames. He looked down at the brown, murky waters of the river and at the boats; some were moored, and others sped along, their engines roaring and kicking up sprays of water. Beyond, he could see the roof of Waterloo Station as it glinted in the sun.

      How had this happened? Who was this damned organisation that kept eluding them?

      He turned and looked at the phone on his desk. An idea crept into his mind. They had been looking to recruit John Steel into the MI8 section for some time, but this had put a block on that. Perhaps even worse—he would not be able to join their ranks.

      He picked up the receiver and pressed one of the buttons to patch him through to his secretary. ‘Miss Dickenson, can you get me the commanding officer of the SAS regiment and the American ambassador here in London? Thank you,’ he said, placing the receiver down, walking to a small drinks cabinet, and pouring himself a large whisky. This was not a good day, but John Steel was safe.

      CO knew that John Steel was a fighter. John would be back, and if CO knew him like he thought he did, now he would be a force to be reckoned with. All they had to do was control him.
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        Seven months later.

        Autumn in Alaska.

      

      

      A black Eurocopter SA 360 Dauphin helicopter landed at Ridgeway Creek airport, and several people got out as the top rotor blades began to slow.

      Ken Henning came out of the small building, which was the airport tower, and rubbed his hands on an oily-looking rag he had stuffed into the back pocket of his denim dungarees. He stared at the strange muddle of people: a woman and three men.

      The woman was tall and blonde; she looked more like a doctor or lawyer. Two of the men were tall and heavy-looking, military or cops. Then there was a third man. He was tall with dark hair and ambled as if he was injured. Dark sunglasses covered his eyes despite the grey skies.

      Ken watched as they all climbed into a Range Rover Discovery that had been waiting for them. It was a used vehicle, probably a rental. The black paintwork was covered in dust and dirt. Possibly, they had kept it that way so it didn’t stand out like a clean and shiny car would.

      He thought the whole thing seemed odd, but then it hadn’t been the strangest thing he had seen. Ken wondered if it was an actor or some other famous person who had just had plastic surgery and was hiding until the scars healed.

      The vehicle took off, spitting dust and small stones into the air as it did so, then cruised along the road until it disappeared from view.

      A woman came over and stood next to Ken. She was the local store owner, Maddy Johnson, another person who had lived in the town even before it was a town.

      ‘I guess we got us more rich folk hidin’ out,’ Ken grumbled. ‘I wouldn’t mind if they actually brought money to the town. Instead, they hide up in them hills and have the stuff imported in.’

      Maddy nodded. She felt the same, but she recognised the man, the injured one with the glasses. ‘True, but do you know who that boy was?’

      Ken shrugged.

      ‘That was Edward and Elizabeth’s boy. You know, the folk that built that fancy place near Edward Lake. The ones that put a whole lot of cash into this place, including your damn airfield.’ Her voice was gravelly, and her tone invited little in the way of a reminder of the family he owed his livelihood to.

      ‘Oh, yeah, I thought he looked familiar,’ Ken lied.

      ‘Jackass,’ she scorned. ‘You never met the kid, only his pa, who you badgered with the idea of him investing in your goddam airfield.’

      Ken shrugged again and looked shyly at the floor.

      ‘Come on, let’s get to the diner; you can buy me a coffee and some pie.’

      An hour later, the dusty Range Rover pulled up outside the Steels’ retreat near Edward Lake, parked in the small driveway, and the travellers got out.

      The woman looked at the large modern structure and mouthed a ‘wow.’ On one side was an open plain, on the other a dense forest, and to the front a small lake.

      The cabin was not like the typical place that most of the locals had; this was a massive structure made from stone, steel, wood, and glass.

      It was a single-storey building with a slanted roof at the back. A large bay window opened onto a terrace overlooking the lake. The cabin was powered by a generator with a secondary as a backup, along with solar panels and a wind turbine. Everything required for several people to outlast a brutal winter in comfort was in place. The roof extended on one side, under which was a smaller building. This was the storage and utility house, which also had a large freezer unit to store meat for the winter.

      The view was spectacular, with a forest on one side, mountains in the distance and, down below, the small lake. The retreat had been built when John Steel was a boy and became a permanent holiday home. It was also somewhere Lord Steel would go if he needed some time alone.

      A local firm built it using local timber and materials, creating much-needed work in the area. Lord Steel had also fallen in love with Ridgeway Creek and did what he could to help out, whether it was paying for a new road or a roof for the church. Although Edward and Elizabeth were known to the locals, John wasn’t. He had been a small child at the time, and when he was old enough, he was sent to Cambridge; after that, he joined the Army.

      However, the store owner, Maddy, had babysat John when Edward and Elizabeth wanted some time alone, so when she saw John, she knew it was him immediately.

      ‘You have a beautiful home, John,’ the woman said, her voice soft and ringing with a Kent accent. This was Brie Hodgkinson, John’s doctor and physiotherapist.

      John said nothing; he just stared at the single-storey building as though he were seeing images of the past.

      ‘We had spoken to the storekeeper; she had arranged for the generator to be topped up and the refrigerator and pantry to be stocked,’ Brie added.

      John remained silent, lost in his thoughts and memories. He looked like he wanted to cry, but she knew he couldn’t. It was either an after-effect of the herbal concoction the gardener had given him, or it was psychological; whatever the cause, the effect was the same—John Steel could not cry. This had specialists baffled because his tear ducts were still active, and his eyes would become watery. Still, he was as dry as the Sahara when it came to emotional tears.

      ‘Shall we go inside?’ she insisted. ‘I don’t know about the rest of you, but I need a decent cup of tea.’ Brie then went to a small utility house next to the main building and searched for a large blue plant pot, which Maddy had said she would leave a spare key in.

      She returned to the side door next to the utility house, holding a key on a small keychain. Brie slipped the key inside the lock and turned it until she heard the click of the lock being disengaged. Then, she gently pushed the door open and stood to the side, allowing John Steel to enter first.

      Steel entered slowly and was hit by the smell of cleaning sprays and air fresheners. He imagined that someone had been in to clean just before their arrival. His sunglass-covered eyes scanned the room. It was a long room with a large sitting area and an open-plan kitchen on the left. At the end was a long corridor with six bedrooms, three on either side, and another room at the very end. This had been his father’s study; now it was John’s. The interior was a mix of modern and contemporary, with white plaster walls and polished wooden floors. The fireplace was made of stone. Wooden beams stretched across the ceiling, giving it a rustic feel. The kitchen was modern but had an old wood-burning stove instead of a gas or electric oven. Wooden glass-fronted cupboards hung from the natural stone walls of the kitchen.

      The idea of mixing old and new shouldn’t have worked, but whoever the architect was had managed to pull it off.

      Brie watched as John Steel walked about, looking at the family photographs on the wall. His movements were laboured as if he were seeing it all for the first time. She watched him move into the sitting area, past a huge L-shaped brown brushed leather sofa and towards a large bay window.

      As Steel stared out across the vast wilderness before him, Brie smiled, turned, and headed for the kitchen. ‘Right then,’ she said. ‘I’ll get the kettle on, then we can go through your treatment while you’re here.’

      John Steel didn’t move; he just stared at the harsh, beautiful landscape and wished he were dead

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        One year later….

      

      

      It was late autumn in Alaska. The sun was high, but a chilled wind blew in from the east. The land was still green, but TV and radio had announced the beginning of winter and harsh snowstorms.

      John Steel was on the wooden terrace doing yoga. He found it stretched his muscles after a good workout. It had been almost a year since the shooting at his family estate—an attack that had murdered his entire family and left him for dead.

      Steel winced in pain as he stretched in the Cobra position. He released the stretch and lay on the mat to catch his breath. His wounds to his skin had healed, but the nerves and muscles were still repairing themselves. He rolled over, looked at the perfect blue sky, and laughed.

      He recalled his days in the army when the PT instructors would yell, ‘No pain, no gain.’ Yeah, right. It was okay for them to say as they stood and watched while the troops were run ragged or heaving their tired arses over the assault course after a five-mile run carrying a log.

      Days long gone, a life he could never return to—for now. The organisation had seen to that. For now, he was in hiding, but he would be back. He had been with the SAS regiment before the shooting; now, he was on ‘administrative leave.’ In other words, he should hide until he was fit for duty or they found the people responsible. In truth, Steel hoped that he could return to his old team and find the bastards himself.

      Steel heaved himself up, then began to twist in the middle and pump his shoulders to relieve some of the muscle tension. His muscular frame looked more like an athlete’s than a bodybuilder’s. Still, he wasn’t surprised, given the training programme a physical instructor friend had given him. He remembered it had taken months before he would even start with the programme. In fact, Steel’s lack of motivation had been so bad that the instructor had to stay at the cabin and force him to do something.

      The instructor knew that Steel’s injuries weren’t just on the outside; he was also broken on the inside. He was suffering from survivor’s guilt. A special forces soldier who couldn’t even save his family! Steel had also seen therapists—or rather, been ordered to. However, none had been much help because it wasn’t survivor’s guilt; it was something else, something more primal.

      Revenge.

      Steel walked inside the cabin. It was bright, lit by the morning sun.

      As he passed the kitchen on his way to the bathroom, John Steel clicked on the coffee machine and switched on the television using a nearby remote. The news report was about the US Congress and how they would be voting on a new arms contract in the next few weeks.

      Steel grimaced at the report. His family’s company had also bid for the contract. He found it ironic but not related to the assault on his family. That attack, Steel had found out later, was because of constant operations against the organisation led by Military Intelligence, of which Steel’s father had been a part. Lord Steel had been Head of Operations against terrorist organisations and covert ops. Now, it seemed that what had appeared to be several organisations was only one. An organisation they had no idea existed.

      When he entered the main bathroom, the slate floor felt cool under his bare feet. It was a long room with sandstone-tiled walls. The toilet and basin were matte black, and the shower was round with stone walls, giving it a natural look, with a rain shower head in the ceiling.

      Steel stripped off his clothes and tossed them into a nearby hamper. As he leaned over the sink, he looked up. He stared at his reflection and saw an unfamiliar face. He used to be clean-shaven and square-jawed with blue eyes. A somewhat handsome face, but more rugged than model-like. Now, he only saw a tired man with a long black beard and, most of all, hideous emerald-green eyes. He had seen people with green eyes, and they were beautiful. However, his eyes held a darkness, almost soulless. He shivered at the sight and looked down.

      This was the price for saving his life. An old friend of the family, who worked as a gardener, had saved Steel. He had injected him with something to slow the bleeding and start the healing process. In truth, Steel had no idea how it had saved his life, but it had taken away the blue in his eyes his wife had loved so much and left him with the cold, soulless green colour.

      A year before, he had been a soldier in the British special forces returning home from a tour in Bosnia, and now he was a man in hiding. His family had been murdered at his homecoming party, gunned down by a team of mercenaries for an organisation led by someone called Santini.

      Steel had also been shot six times in the back. The shooter had placed the rounds into him from only a few feet away, each one a through-and-through. He hadn’t shot randomly; he had taken his time and made a pattern. Somehow, each round seemed to miss vital organs, almost as if the shooter was marking Steel rather than trying to kill him.

      Word had spread to his unit in Hereford, and his commanding officer had agreed to say nothing of Steel’s location or that he had survived. If someone had tried to kill him and failed, they might try again, and the team could be caught in the crossfire. It was agreed that Steel would move away until he was back on his feet and they had a lead on the people involved. That was a year ago, and the trail had gone cold. They were still out there, so Steel attended the family retreat.

      He had trained and hit the fitness room to build up strength and stamina, but his wounds still hurt every time he moved, and the nightmares kept him up.

      Steel raised his head to check his wounds in the mirror. Six bullet holes bore their angry scars. The old Japanese gardener had called them the mark of the phoenix; Steel had told him he was full of shit.

      At the same time, in another part of Alaska, a computer analyst working for the SANTINI organisation clicked a couple of keys on the secure computer of the remote Alaskan outstation. The station was manned by several analysts who had been lured away from their universities by the promise of a lucrative career and a healthy wage. Unfortunately, they had not been ready for what had come next. Each had been selected because of financial or other problems the organisation had discovered and then used against them.

      A man had sought them out, going to every major city to find these students. Then, after giving such an enticing sales pitch they couldn’t refuse, they all wanted to sign up immediately. Each of them was instructed to travel to an office in the city, where they would sign their contract and then be given instructions on what came next.

      They had all done as they were told, and after signing the many different legal forms, they were given an envelope with a plane ticket, five thousand dollars in cash, and an address in Washington. Two days later, after making their excuses—all of them were instructed that what they were doing was top secret, and nobody could know where they were going—they all met up at the address, and their training started.

      This was when the organisation’s true intentions were revealed, and the new group realised this wasn’t the dream opportunity they had been told about. On the other hand, some accepted what had been presented to them, and it appealed to them more—the chance to do mischief and get rich doing it.

      One such person was the new analyst stuck in the Alaskan compound. Still, instead of the nine-to-five job and plush apartment, the agent was stuck in the mountain compound with twelve other people who had fallen for the ‘get rich’ pitch.

      The analyst had been searching the dark web, hacking into government files, and finally, after a week of searching, the agent struck gold.

      ‘Well, well, well. Isn’t that interesting,’ a muffled voice said.

      The agent’s task had been to find anything on any of the US President’s staff that could influence the bid for the new defence contract.

      The agent had no idea why the outstation was stuck in the middle of nowhere in Alaska, but the agent also knew not to question such things. It had been six months since the agent had been sent there. Sure, it was comfortable enough—a large cabin with all the comforts of home and a few extras, such as a pool, sauna, and fitness room. SANTINI had ensured that an agent’s stay felt more like a gift than a punishment.

      Despite the pleasant surroundings and the comforts that most people would pay good money for, it felt like a prison after a while.

      The agent had been alone there on a seven-month rotation. However, with this new information, the agent was going home.

      The agent downloaded the data onto a portable hard drive and sent the message to HQ.

      To the Chairman… data you required retrieved. Request immediate evacuation. Will bring the data retrieved personally. The file is too large to send over normal means.

      The agent smiled and then pressed send. The agent knew the last part was a lie; it would have been simple to send it. But the agent wanted out of this prison, and this data was the agent’s ticket. The Chairman would understand the message. After all, blackmail, subversion, and threats were SANTINI’s business. The agent was smart enough to leave it at a request to come home. Another agent had once gone too far, asked for ten million dollars, and wound up missing.

      No, a flight home was more than enough. Seconds later, a reply came through.

      Understood, terms acceptable, job well done. In a week’s time, the Glacier tour will be out of Talkeetna. Be on that tour.

      The agent smiled, left the computer, and went to pack. The agent would research the tour later, then celebrate with a beer in the hot tub. Soon, the agent was going home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Five days later.

      

      

      The townspeople prepared for another day in the small Alaskan town of Ridgeway Creek. Some drove to their jobs at the lumber yards or up in the hills to operate the massive tree-felling machines. Some travelled to the nearby town of Talkeetna.

      Ridgeway Creek was small. What had once been a long stretch of road with a school, a few houses and a gas station was now a small church, a general store, a doctor who also doubled as a dentist, and his daughter, the vet. There was a fire station, a school, a Sheriff’s Office, a diner, two hotels and a small airport for the tourist planes.

      The town sign boasted a population of a thousand people, which had once been nearly two hundred, but when the logging firm started, that number soon changed. The town boomed.

      A hotel was built at the nearby Ridge Lake to accommodate sailors and other water sports enthusiasts, and the river that fed the lake was now home to fishermen. But all that would change; it was autumn, and the weather would change, and then the skiers and the snowmobile people would flood in. Tourists were a new concept to the people of Ridgeway Creek, and at first, it was a welcome change. The town had cash flowing in. However, as with all tourist places, there was the threat of drunks and other troublemakers—something the Sheriff could do without.

      A beaten-up green Ford F-150 pulled off a dusty trail and hit the asphalt main road into Ridgeway Creek.

      John Steel was on his weekly run for supplies. Winter would soon be there, and because his cabin was fifty miles away, he had to stock up on things like ammunition, fuel for the generators, candles, batteries, canned goods and, most importantly, toilet paper.

      He drove past the town’s sign and remained on the high street until he found the small parking lot outside the local store.

      He paused momentarily and finished listening to the rest of Metallica, who told him, “Nothing Else Matters.” As the song ended and the local radio presenter came back on, Steel turned off the engine and got out of the truck.

      He was a six-foot-two man with broad shoulders that filled his long brown leather coat. His face was hidden beneath a long beard and a pair of glacier sunglasses. He was dressed all in black—cargo trousers, a thick black shirt, a black t-shirt, and military-style boots.

      He closed the truck’s door but didn’t lock it; nobody ever did in Ridgeway Creek. Then, he walked over to the store.

      He stood momentarily at the store entrance, then turned. Steel looked a mile up and down the length of Main Street, observing the people going about their business.

      John Steel had been in Alaska for a year; in that time, he had come to recognise most of the faces, but two men who had just entered the diner were new. One of them was a tall, shaven-headed man; despite the bulky clothing, Steel could tell this new stranger was heavily built. The man with him looked like a Native American.

      He watched the two men with interest as he sat on a bench outside the store, which was due to open at eight o’clock—five minutes later.

      The two strangers disappeared inside, and the sun reflected off the diner window, making it impossible for Steel to gaze inside.

      Steel didn’t like new people, especially ones who carried themselves like soldiers. He flicked through a small notebook containing his shopping list, but his gaze was fixed on the diner. Something about these men was off.

      A sudden noise beside him made Steel look at the store door. A woman with fiery red hair, dressed in jeans, a checkered shirt and brown work boots, greeted him.

      ‘Morning, John. You’re early,’ her voice was husky and had a friendly but firm tone.

      ‘Morning, Maddy, just thought I’d beat the rush,’ Steel replied. He was British but had almost no accent.

      ‘Yeah, I’ve been beating them off with a stick lately,’ she said, looking around at the almost empty street. ‘Come on, I’ll get you a coffee while you see what you need.’

      Steel stood, his movement slightly laboured, as if moving hurt.

      Maddy Johnson looked back at him and cracked a compassionate smile. ‘Still hurtin’?’

      ‘Only when I laugh,’ John Steel joked.

      The store was around thirty feet long, with a tall ceiling revealing wooden beams and rafters. Like most of the town, the whole building was made of wood.

      Two rows of shelves containing everything from canned food to bullets ran down the centre of the store, with a long counter near the door.

      There were no surveillance cameras, just like nobody locked their doors. This was a safe town where everyone knew everyone. But the influx of tourists was changing that. There were new faces around town all the time—two of which John Steel had seen and felt uneasy about.

      Steel stood at the counter, pulled out his notebook, and flipped the pages until he got to his list. He tore out the page and placed it on the wooden top.

      Maddy placed a white mug of black coffee next to the list and looked down at the small piece of paper.

      ‘Stocking up for the winter?’ she asked, seeing the large amounts of canned food, boxes of eggs, ultra-high-temperature milk, medical items, and ammunition for a 7.62 rifle, .44 Magnum revolver, and a twelve-gauge shotgun. Batteries for torches, fuel for lamps, snares, and fishing hooks.

      ‘Yeah, thought I’d better get it done now,’ he replied before taking a sip of the coffee.

      Steel’s gaze shifted to the window, where he saw two more strangers head inside the diner across the street.

      ‘Know anything about the new people?’ he asked. Maddy followed his gaze just in time to see the two men. She shook her head. ‘Not much; they got here a few days ago. Folks have seen them all over town, including the airfield.’ She shrugged. ‘Maybe they’re big city boys who ain’t never seen such a quaint town like ours before?’

      Steel nodded. His uneasy feeling was getting worse. These were mercenaries, or at least a private army. But why were they there? For him? He couldn’t be sure.

      ‘When can I get the stuff on the list?’

      ‘Most of the tinned stuff you can get now, along with the medical items. Got some ammo here, but I’ll have to order the rest of what you want. Can’t give you all I’ve got; you understand.’

      Steel shrugged sympathetically.

      ‘I’ll have to order some of the other stuff. Depending on when Earl is flying into the city next, I may get everything for you in two days.’

      ‘Sounds good. Like I say, just stocking up, so no rush,’ he said.

      Maddy shot him an appreciative smile. ‘Want more coffee?’

      Steel looked down at the half-empty mug, smiled, and pushed it towards her. ‘Thanks, Maddy.’

      ‘What for? It’s only coffee.’

      ‘No, thank you for taking me in when most of the town shunned me when I arrived here.’

      She smiled gently. ‘I knew your folks from way back; hell, I used to babysit your little brother and sister—God rest their souls. You and I never got to meet as such; you were in that fancy school and then the Army, and when you were here, you didn’t visit town much. Shame, but it is what it is. Besides, you’re here now; people have come to accept you.’

      Steel cracked a smile, which faded as he returned his gaze towards the diner. His thoughts were full of questions. Who were these men? And what did they want? If it wasn’t him, then what was coming?
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      After getting his goods, John Steel had left the store and stopped at a local diner to treat himself to an American breakfast with extra bacon. On the way, he walked around and chatted with some locals. Ken, who ran the small airfield and workshop, was the man all the local pilots went to instead of going all the way to Talkeetna.

      Then he ran into an old man that the locals knew as Old Man Burt, who worked for the logging company. His job was to push the cut logs downriver. They found they could transport more wood for half the cost of using trucks. Despite being in his late sixties, he was still a large bulk of a man, shorter than Steel but broader—most of it muscle from hard labour for around forty years.

      They chatted for a while. Burt told Steel he had to go north and get some fresh logs from one of the loggers, but he would push them downriver in a few days.

      Even though he was a loner, he thought it best to keep in with the local people in case he needed help.

      The sun was high, but a crisp wind replaced the warmth. As he continued through the town, he observed that there were more strangers. He had seen at least seven new faces. They might have been here for the winter, fishing or hunting, but his gut told him something wasn’t right.

      He left town and carried on along the asphalt until he reached the turn-off to the dirt track leading up into the mountains. The road snaked through forests and open plains, past waterfalls and small lakes. He was halfway there when he drove over a railway track.

      When he first came to Alaska as a child, he soon learned that twenty miles in Alaska differed from twenty miles back home. In fact, those twenty miles could almost feel like a hundred, depending on the terrain.

      John Steel was the son of Lord Steel, Earl of Pulborough. Their family home was a fifteen-bedroom mansion built in the 14th century in the south of England, away from the bustle of London.

      Steel had never liked the life of an aristocrat, so when he joined the army, despite being offered the chance to be an officer, he enlisted as a private soldier and worked his way through the ranks.

      By the age of twenty-two, he had passed selection and joined the SAS regiment. By twenty-six, he was the team leader of his own bunch of miscreants. Life was good. Then, after he had returned home from a tour in Bosnia, it all changed.

      An organisation had broken into the grounds of the estate during a celebration party and gone on a killing spree. The group of mercenaries had murdered his father, mother, and wife. Still, he had never learned the fate of his little brother and sister, even though the blood found near their hiding place suggested that they had not survived. Steel himself had been gravely wounded during the attack—shot six times and left to die.

      A pothole in the track brought Steel back from his memories. He leaned over and turned the radio up; this time, AC/DC sang about a highway to hell. Steel smiled as he looked at the scenery around him—how wrong they were.

      As he drove the twenty-six miles back to his cabin, Steel couldn’t help but think about the strangers he had seen. The chances were that it was his paranoia working overtime, but something was not quite right about the group.

      As the small lake and his cabin came into view, he smiled. He had gotten used to the quiet and solitude. Steel knew it couldn’t last; he would have to venture back into the world, if not for the sake of his family’s company, then because he needed to be ready first—mentally as well as physically. If the organisation was coming for him, he had to be prepared. This time, he would take the fight to them. This time, it would be they who would be looking over their shoulders, wondering when it was their turn next.

      Steel parked outside the house. After taking the goods from the truck, he would park it inside the barn, keeping it out of the elements.

      He took out the groceries and carried them to the kitchen. Then he put away the canned goods in the larder, the ammunition in the gun store—another small building connected to the house—and the meat in the refrigerator room.

      After putting the truck inside the barn and locking the door, he went to the woodshed. He brought in an armful of freshly cut logs for the fire in the sitting room and another load for the oven in the kitchen.

      The cabin had a traditional wood-burning stove, which was more out of convenience than anything because the cabin was too remote for a gas truck to reach. So Steel had to fetch the required amount in jerry cans and then fill the fuel reserve with those. It took time, but it was necessary. Life in the wilderness was hard, but Steel loved it.

      He made a coffee, took a pastry he had bought from the diner, and headed out onto the terrace at the back of the cabin. He sat in one of the wooden chairs and looked out across the lake. Geese flew in formation, and a couple of deer drank at the far side of the lake. The sun was bright in a cloudless sky.

      The land before him was a canvas of colour. The mountains were an explosion of yellows, greens, and purples as the mix of trees showed off their autumn plumage. In the distance, a purple blanket of heather clashed with the green of the open plains.

      He sipped the coffee and tore the pastry into bite-sized pieces—you didn’t rush a pastry from Ma Duncan’s Diner. Steel gazed upon the wondrous view before him and sighed.
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        Two days later….

      

      

      A group of tourists stood on the massive Alaskan glacier, snapping photographs of the breathtaking scenery. The air was fresh, and the chilled wind burned their throats, but they didn’t care. They were a thousand miles from their cares and worries. For one couple, this was their honeymoon.

      They laughed, and some tossed snowballs at each other while others took photos of them using their cameras.

      Frank Stubbs was the group’s pilot, an oldish guy with years of experience, looking on at the group. He felt uneasy, even though this group was like any other he had taken on these tours. Someone in the group had paid a lot of money to get with the group, but the cash was so they would be taken to a different landing site. Four thousand bucks for a detour. But he didn’t care; it was easy money because the rest of the group would be none the wiser. And even if someone did question his change in route, he would say he had a package to pick up for one of the people in Ridgeway Creek.

      The passengers had learnt that mail in this part of the country wasn’t like back home. There was no postman to deliver the mail. It was delivered by rail or by plane to one of the many outposts.

      Frank poured himself a cup of coffee from his thermos and sipped the strong brew as he looked up at the cloudless sky. All he wanted to do was get back to the heavens and leave the ground behind for a while, but these people were paying a lot of money for this, so what the heck? He had bills to pay, and his wife was getting on his back about getting a better-paid job, even though she sat at home and watched those damned teleshopping programmes all day.

      Frank looked at his watch; it was time for them to leave. He had to have the group back in Talkeetna, but before that, he had to stop off in Ridgeway Creek.

      ‘OK, folks, back on the plane if you please. We gotta get you all back home, but before that, I gotta do a detour to a town on the way, pick up somethin’ from the town.’

      Everyone groaned, but it was more playful than disputatious, like school kids on an outing.

      After the group had retaken their seats and Frank had made sure everyone was there—he didn’t want to have that conversation again, and it wasn’t his fault someone had wandered off and not told anyone—they took off.

      The DHC-3T Otter aircraft had taken off from the Kahiltna glacier without a hitch. The single-propellered aircraft climbed effortlessly through the cloudless sky, the sun reflecting off the gloss signal-red paintwork of the plane. It was full of a group on a flying tour of Denali State Park in Alaska. Now, they were en route from Mount Hunter and on their return flight to the airfield in Talkeetna.

      The day had been like any other for the pilot. The skies had been clear, with bright sunshine on a pale blue canvas. It was mid-September, with a good weather forecast until the following week, when it would all change.

      Frank Stubbs smiled as he looked out across the expanse of the white-topped mountains and a sky that seemed to go on forever. The tourists behind him clicked away with their cameras and mobile phones at the view from the window.

      The passengers were a mix of students, honeymooners, and tourists. They sat amazed at the view below as the single-propellered aircraft climbed higher into the perfect blue. Blankets of fresh powder covered the mountains, giving them a stunning, foreboding look from above. The warm sun reflected on the snow, causing a blinding glare.

      All was well. Each passenger smiled and laughed as they took photos.

      Twenty minutes later, that all changed.

      The plane had gone down into a forest area to the southwest of their last location; for them, it was the wrong side of nowhere. The pilot had been killed instantly, and the rest lay unconscious. All that remained of the aircraft was the main fuselage. A quarter of a mile back, the wings were torn off, and the tail section had disintegrated. The propeller had been smashed to pieces by passing trees, causing one of the blades to break off and be hurled into the pilot’s chest.

      There was no fire, just small pockets of smoke rising from where electrical cables had been snagged and broken. The white noise from the pilot’s radio signalled a loss of communications.

      Seven people lay still in the wreck, far from where they should be, lost and alone.
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      John Steel walked over to the deer he had just shot. He didn’t like doing it, but he needed fresh meat in his larder for the coming winter. This was Alaska, and nipping down to the shops for a steak or sausage was no longer an option. However, here, you killed only as much as you needed, unlike some lands that did it for sport.

      As he reached the deer, he knelt beside it, laid a hand on the beast, and bowed his head as if saying thanks or praying for the fallen animal.

      A sudden noise made him look up; it was a red tourist plane far in the distance. He had seen many of them before, but this one was way off course—and falling.

      ‘Well, that doesn’t look good. What do you think?’ he asked, turning to the dead animal. Then he looked back and saw the plane plummeting, followed by a crash but no explosion.

      ‘Think they’ll be okay?’ he asked the deer, more out of jest than insanity. ‘No, me neither,’ he said, his gaze locked towards the noise and the flock of birds that had just taken flight from the trees.

      Steel grumbled with disappointment, knowing he was probably the only one near enough to help.

      He finished preparing the deer for transport to his nearby cabin, tossing the innards for other animals to feast on before heaving the deer onto his broad shoulders. He knew what that sound was and what it meant—that someone needed help and his seclusion was about to be over.

      His six-foot-two frame was hidden beneath a hooded leather long coat that added to his bulky appearance. Thick black combat trousers and heavy military-style boots covered his lower half. Worn leather gloves stretched across his large, muscular hands, and black glacier sunglasses shielded his eyes from the sun’s bright glare.

      A pair of metal dog tags dangled on a beaded chain from his thick neck. The round discs had a rubber silencer with O POS on the outer rim. STEEL. A. J. CE. stamped on each of them.

      Even though he was in his mid-twenties, his black beard added several years and gave him an imposing look.

      Steel stood up and carried the carcass back to the lakeside cabin. The sun gave off a welcoming heat despite a chilled northern breeze. The landscape was green, with towering yellow cedars and meadows of tall grass as far as the eye could see. It was a postcard view that would soon be a blanket of white. Winter would soon arrive, bringing sub-zero temperatures that would freeze the unprepared.

      The cabin was a good half-hour walk from where Steel had started. Still, the weather was beautiful and made for an enjoyable stroll despite the pungent smell of the animal across his shoulders. He smiled as he saw the plumes of thick grey smoke funnelled from the stone chimney. The cabin wasn’t the usual self-made shack that most of his neighbours had; this was made from stone and wood with huge bay windows, allowing for a spectacular view of the lake.

      The building was around two thousand, two hundred square metres of living space. Its two floors were large enough for eight people to stay in comfort. This had been his family’s retreat. Steel stopped walking, looked up at the residence, and a feeling of sorrow washed over him. He used to come here as a kid with his parents and later with his wife. But they were all gone now. Taken from him by the very people he now hid from.

      He took the fresh meat into an outhouse built for new kills, complete with a butchery table and a freezer. The whole building was designed to withstand the harsh winters, and with a full larder, eight people could spend many months inside without caring what was outside.

      He hung the carcass on a hook and placed it in the freezer, keeping it fresh until he could properly pack it for the long winter. All the while, his thoughts returned to the sound of the plane going down. Every fibre of his being told him to go, but his gut told him to stay out of it.
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