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      Sergeant John Steel sat with his eyes closed. The loud drone of the C-130 transport engines was an annoying hum through the noise-cancelling headsets. Nevertheless, Steel wore a satisfied smile because he and his men were going home for a spot of R&R after their last mission. It had felt like years since he was last home, but their time in Bosnia had taken longer than expected.

      Steel thought back on the mission, which had proven to be challenging as well as successful. Steel and his men were members of the British 22 SAS Regiment on an intel-gathering mission, which had quickly turned into a ‘contain or destroy’ mission.

      They had been sent in to gather information on a major arms deal. Their job was to get photographs and eyes on intel on the seller and the buyer. But things had escalated when the buyer was confirmed as a Czechian terrorist called Lobo.

      Every three-letter agency around the globe wanted Lobo. Most of them preferred him dead than captured.

      The seller was confirmed as a man simply known as Mr Brown.

      The MI8 division of the British secret service had suspected that Mr Brown worked for a mysterious organisation that had popped up on their radar. However, the name of the organisation – or any solid information on them – was still a mystery.

      The team’s new mission was simple, get eyes on the arms, capture Brown, and eliminate Lobo. If things went wrong, the contingency plan was to destroy the weapons and eliminate both Brown and Lobo. Either way, none of them was leaving the area unless the coalition forces moved them.

      The meeting was in an old factory complex abandoned after the conflict in the ’80s. It was made up of four warehouses that sat side by side and the main building that had been shelled and shot up pretty good. Whitehall had confirmed using satellite and pictures from drones that the weapons were in one of the warehouses. But unfortunately, the data was two days old, so they had no idea which warehouse they were in.

      Mission had been a success as far as taking control of the weapons was concerned. Lobo had taken a .50 calibre sniper round to the chest courtesy of Scott McManus, or Whisky, due to his ever-growing collection.

      Mr Brown had escaped briefly, only to be captured later by team four – who had been waiting at the docks. Finally, the weapons were destroyed using a hellfire missile from a drone.

      Steel smiled as he stared out of the scratched, thick windowpane. He and his men were going home for a well-deserved leave. There was to be no tea and medals because this OP never existed. Steel was used to that because it was all part of the job he signed up for.

      The week before the operation in Bosnia, Steel had an interview with military intelligence. His work with the special forces had gotten him noticed, which had gotten Steel earmarked for a position with the new MI8 section. A section that his father, Lord Steel, was partly responsible for creating in his role with the ministry for military intelligence.

      But now Steel was heading back to Britain, back to his family home in the countryside, back to his loving wife, Helen.
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      It had been nearly a week since the operation had happened. First, there had been two days of debriefing and an after-action report given, then some downtime before the flight that Thursday.

      It was early Friday morning when John Steel’s transport had touched down in RAF Brize Norton in the early hours of the morning.

      Steel took a train from Oxford to Paddington station. From Paddington, he had taken the tube to Victoria station. Now he was finally on the train to Maidstone, Kent. It was a one-hour journey from Victoria Station, but it gave him time to relax – if indeed that was possible for Steel. He saw threats all over the place. That was what he was trained to do.

      Sometimes, it got tiresome for him, but he was still alive then. But he was tired, and the train was warm and comfortable.

      He rested his head against the cold glass of the train’s window. It made his warm skin tingle. He smiled gently at the sensation as the train had pulled out of Victoria.

      The gentle metallic clickity-clack of the wheels on the track was soothing. Clickity-click, clickity-clack, clickity-click, clickity-clack.

      Steel felt the train rock from side to side as the engine powered the white tubular snake along the winding track that cut through the country’s south. They passed fields and towns, villages, and woods. But all Steel saw was his dreams of home as he closed his eyes and sank into a blissful sleep.

      

      Miles away from the sleeping soldier, a man in a dark pinstriped suit walked briskly down a long corridor on the Albert Embankment building.

      His hurried footsteps echoed through the white walls and white marble floors maze.

      The high concave ceilings bowed over him like some modern cathedral while natural light poured through the windows on his left. These were tall and wide with two-inch-thick panes of armoured glass. The building was Britain’s Secret Intelligence Agency headquarters, and the man had a message for the head of MI8.

      MI8 was sharing the building for the moment with MI6. A temporary solution which did have its benefits now and then. From time to time, MI6 would borrow an agent if they were stretched or indeed pass it over if they deemed it ‘not their trainset.’

      The ministry had found a suitable place for the new intelligence agency; however, funds were tight, and MI8 had to prove itself.

      The man in the pinstriped suit stopped at a gloss white door. Around eye level was a brass plaque with black lettering in the centre of the door, which read, Miss Monday. Secretary to the Head of MI8.

      The letters were in Times New Roman font and stood an inch high.

      The man swallowed hard, knocked sharply, and then waited for the ‘come in’ from Miss Monday. Instead, a voice like an angel came from the other side. There was a friendly warmth to it, but it rang with authority and no natural trace of an accent.

      He entered the office quickly and looked over at an attractive woman in her late thirties. She was slender with a long neck that extended gracefully through a white blouse. She wore a dark blue skirt suit and black pumps. The light from the sun made her dark skin and styled black hair glisten. Her dark eyes were wide and curious. The whites of her eyes were pure, with no trace of red from tiredness. Her face had traces of Jamaican and European. Her nose was pointed, and her lips were thin but full. She was an attractive woman, as well as brilliant. She spoke three languages – French, German, and Italian, and was currently learning Mandarin. Also, she had a doctorate from Oxford in computer science and a law degree from Harvard. Miss Monday had been in the Navy for ten years before being snapped up by MI8 after she’d assisted in resolving an incident in South Korea.

      Miss Monday looked up at the man with big brown eyes and smiled.

      ‘Morning, Staff,’ she said.

      The man, Stephan Larkin, a Staff Sergeant in the communications wing of MI8, was simply known as ‘Staff.’ Returned the smile. ‘Morning, Miss Monday, is he in? This one’s urgent, I’m afraid,’ Staff explained. His tone and manner screamed he was uncomfortable. Whatever this news was, it wasn’t going to make CO happy.

      Miss Monday sat behind a long-angled desk, nothing more than a plank of varnished wood on metal legs which was to the right side, so he had to look past the door to see her.

      A stack of files, a monitor and keyboard, an intercom system, and a telephone sat on the desk. The desk behind her was a single-window with lace curtains that dulled the sunlight. To the left of the door was a row of grey metal filing cabinets. On top of one of these was a potted fern. The office was twelve feet by twelve feet square with two doors. One was the entrance to her office and another to the right of where he stood. This was covered with marron-coloured padded leather.

      Above the door were two lights. One was red, and the other was green. If the red light was on, that meant the CO was busy, and the person would have to wait until it was green, or the CO would announce over the intercom.

      ‘OK, Miss Monday, I’ll see him now,’ a stern gravelly voice came over speaker.

      Miss Monday nodded at the man, and he made his way through the double doors.

      CO’s office was vast compared to Miss Mondays. It was full of oak furniture, bookshelves, and Chesterfield office chairs. The floor was polished wood with a Persian rug on which sat a grand; oak and red leather topped desk. In front of the desk were two high-backed burgundy leather chairs. The aroma of pipe smoke and furniture polish hung in the air. It reminded Staff of a headmaster’s office in Cambridge. He smiled as he entered that inner sanctum.

      Staff looked over at the head of MI8, who was busying himself at his desk with an open file. CO was a short, stocky man. He was in his late fifties with a round head that had lost most of its brown hair. His grey-blue eyes were small, with baggy sacks underneath. He wore a brown suit with a tartan waist jacket and a red and blue striped tie. His skin had a red complexion, as though he had just been coughing moments before.

      ‘What’s so damned urgent, Staff?’ CO said, his voice growled.

      ‘Chatter, sir, soon after that Bosnia incident, the red flag went up on the organisation,’ Staff said, handing over a buff-coloured file.

      ‘An organisation that we still haven’t confirmed exists, just your damned informants saying it does. Granted, if this Bosnia thing panned out, but there was no proof that this organisation you keep jabbering on is involved,’ CO said. He sat back in his chair. The wood and leather creaked. ‘So, what’s the new chatter – as you colourfully put it?’

      ‘They’re going to hit the ones they think are responsible,’ Staff said. He felt the dryness in his mouth as he spoke.

      ‘What, the SAS team?’ CO asked, a serious look on his face.

      ‘No, someone else, sir,’ Staff nodded towards the file. CO opened it and stared at the report. His face became pale.

      ‘Dear God. I hope you’re wrong, Staff.’
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      Away from the bustle of London, three black transit vans hurried through the Kent countryside.

      The two men wearing black combat dress uniforms sat in the cabs of each vehicle. In the lead vehicle’s passenger’s side sat a huge blonde-haired man. His skin looked pale against the dark clothing.

      He wore a concentrated look as he checked his watch, then the navigation system.

      ‘We are fifteen minutes out. Get ready,’ the man said while touching his ear. His accent rang with a mix of European and American – possibly Boston or another northern east coast city. The man looked like a giant compared to the driver next to him. Both men had broad shoulders and taught trained bodies.

      They were all mercenaries, but now they served only one master.

      

      On the estate of Earl Steel, a party was in progress. Friends and family laughed and joked. Children ran around playing, despite the formal clothes they’d been forced to wear.

      To the east, a seven-foot brick wall and a large, wooded area enclosed the vast grounds, and the entrance was to the east through a double gate at the end of a long driveway. The gate was opened electronically from a security room in a nearby gatehouse.

      The wooded area followed the driveway on the left, and on the right was a maze of knee-high shrubs and bushes. At the end of this was the Steel family manor house. A five-story building built in the fourteen-hundreds by the first Earl Steel, who had been part of the Protectors of the Realm.

      The house stood tall and proud. The white-framed windows and doors complemented the sandstone brickwork, shining in the sunlight. At the rear of the property was a long lawn on which stood a thirty-foot marquee ready for dinner later that evening. Next to it, wooden decking had been set down, which made a dance floor. Above this, coloured party lights fixed to a power cable crisscrossed between elegant temporary pillars. The area where the party was being held was enclosed entirely into a square by the wood.

      The rear of the building was met by a large patio area, which led to ten stone steps. The marquee was to the right of the steps, and the dance floor met the edge of the last step. To the front and left of the stairs stood the guests.

      Slipping discreetly between the guests, waiters hurried with trays of drinks or canapés. Music played from two speakers that stood on either side of the rear doors. On the floor trailed a cable to a microphone stand set up beside one of the large stone vases that formed part of the handrail. A statuesque, middle-aged woman stood, watching her two children drinking their lemonade from plastic beakers.

      The Lady of the manor was still a handsome woman. With shoulder-length brown hair and flawlessly sculpted features. A lace and silk dress hugged her slender figure. She smiled as another woman approached.

      ‘You know, Elizabeth, it was a bad idea to make this a secret event, don’t you?’ The younger woman spoke with a trace of an American accent. Elizabeth Steel shrugged wryly at her daughter-in-law’s comment.

      ‘I spoke to his commanding officer, asking him to make sure John comes straight here. We can only hope that he follows orders for once.’ Elizabeth laughed. Helen smiled and shook her head before laughing softly.

      ‘Jonny, following orders, that’ll be a first,’ said Helen.

      Helen Steel was tall and slender, with soft, light brown hair and eyes the colour of a tropical lagoon. Both women were beautiful in their different ways. Helen hoped that her youthful, almost coltish beauty would mature into something like her mother-in-law’s. The two women turned their attention to the men standing on the gravelled area, talking. One of the men was lofty and broad-shouldered, with thick black hair starting to grey at the temples. The second man stood a few inches shorter, wirier than the other, his blonde hair neatly cut. The taller of the two had a dark beard, whereas the shorter man was clean-shaven. Both wore tuxedos, as did all the other male guests, while the ladies wore elegant and expensive-looking cocktail dresses.

      The smaller man gave the other a friendly pat on the left arm and moved away to join a group of people deep in conversation.

      The dark-haired man picked up the microphone and turned to the DJ, hidden behind a makeshift booth at the far end of the gravel courtyard. The man tapped the mic, sending a loud screech through the speakers, making everyone wince. He smiled like a naughty schoolboy.

      ‘Sorry, sorry!’ Lord Steel said, embarrassed at making everyone wince. ‘Hello, everyone. My wife and I would like to thank you all for coming here this afternoon. We are here to celebrate two things: firstly, the latest blow to a certain worldwide gun trafficking ring a few days ago, when a special unit captured a horde with a value, it is thought, of over four million pounds,’ His voice was deep and but despite the neutral tone, there was a hint of the Oxford upbringing. Everyone cheered and clapped.

      Lord Steel waved his hand and nodded as if to quieten the crowd.

      ‘But more importantly, it sees the safe return of our son John who is coming back from yet another tour of duty.’ Lord Steel raised his glass to the crowd, but his eyes were fixed on the beautiful woman he had married. She stood poised in her silk dress, and her dark hair was highlighted by the handmade lace trim around the low-cut neckline.

      She smiled at the man, her eyes full of pride and happiness. Next to her stood their younger son Thomas, a dark-haired twelve-year-old with a rather serious expression on his face. Next to Thomas stood their daughter, who was no more than ten years old but looked like a miniature mirror image of her mother. They wore similar dresses, which was a little joke they liked to play. Sophie smiled at her mother and squeezed her hand. Elizabeth looked down at her daughter and winked.

      A waiter walked up to the man at the microphone and whispered something into his ear, causing him to smile. Then, he turned back to the microphone.

      ‘Ladies and gentlemen, it would appear the problem with holding a surprise party is that one never knows when, or indeed if, the guest of honour might turn up. That seems to be the case today.’ The crowd laughed. ‘However, I don’t think he’d mind if we got started without him. What do you say?’ Again, he raised his glass.

      ‘I couldn’t agree more, your lordship,’ said a voice behind him.

      A towering, fair-haired man had approached through the back doorway. His bulky, solid form was now dressed in black tactical gear with a UMP machine gun hung at his side via the clip sling.

      ‘Who are you, and what do you want here? This is a private party,’ said the Earl, as the man smiled and walked up to him.

      ‘I’m afraid, your grace, for you, the party’s over,’ replied. ‘And one more thing: my employer sends his regards.’ The stranger seized the microphone from the Earl’s grasp, then turned to the crowd as if he was about to make an announcement. But instead, he raised it as if to address the bewildered crowd of people who had just become his hostages.

      Shots rang out. The interloper turned quickly to see one of his men – a bald man with a menacing grin on his face, holding a Glock 19, pointed at the Earl.

      Lord Steel had dropped to his knees as scarlet blossomed from his back.

      Elizabeth and his children watched in horror as Lord Steel fell face forward in pain. The bald man stepped forward and fired a final shot into the back of the Earl’s head.

      For a brief stunned moment, everyone stood – frozen. Then, their shock was broken by the sound of automatic gunfire from the Woodline. People were falling everywhere, cut down by random blasts. The guests ran hither and thither, desperately looking for cover, only to be cut down by stray bullets.

      Elizabeth saw a group of four armed men heading for the marquee, followed moments later by mixed screams and gunshots. As she watched, holes were punched through the sides of the marquee, and then there was silence. She grabbed her children’s hands and ran for the safety of the house. Her daughter-in-law picked up her skirts and followed, her long brown hair flowing behind her.

      The bald killer smiled as he saw them and shook his head. The blonde man raced up to him. He grabbed the killer by the arm and yanked him towards him.

      ‘This was not the plan, you moron; now we have to finish this,’ he snapped at the bald man. ‘None of the Steel family was supposed to be harmed. Santini wanted them all alive.’ But the bald man wasn’t listening. His gaze was lost on the carnage that was ensuing before him. The huge blonde man shook him. ‘Finish the others, but the rest of the Earl’s family will be captured unharmed…got it?’ The blonde man growled.

      The bald man answered with a false smile, then headed into the building, followed by a group of men holding Kalashnikovs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      John Steel had taken a taxi from the train station in Maidstone to the family estate near Linton Park, Kent.

      The drive would take about an hour, but Steel didn’t mind. It would give him time to get his head straight. Steel felt the warm sun on his face, and the crisp breeze crept through the slightly open window next to the driver. Steel was vaguely listening to the driver chatter about his opinions on the state of affairs in far-off lands. Finally, however, Steel was weary from the long journey and gazed out of the window, taking in the view of the green fields, forests, and small villages they passed through on the way.

      Steel gazed out of the window at some women with prams talking outside the local shop or kids in packs rushing to school.

      He was still dressed in his uniform battledress. He had been away for a long time, and now he was content to come home. He did not want any fuss, just a quiet time with his wife and the rest of the family, but he was afraid that his father would come up with a homecoming event.

      It all seemed quite surreal to Steel, being home after spending so long in a barren land of luxuries, or even trees and grass as he knew it, so he had to readjust his thinking. Was this all a dream? Would he suddenly wake up and find himself back in the hell he thought he had left? He slowly touched the car’s window glass, hoping it would be there and it wouldn’t fade away as soon as he laid fingers on it. Steel smiled as the feel of the cold glass sent a tingling sensation down his spine.

      Steel rested his warm cheek against the window and closed his eyes. ‘Oh, that feels good,’ he said, and the cab driver looked at him through the rear-view mirror and shook his head as though he was mad.

      The bump of the taxi’s right wheel hitting a pothole woke Steel from his slumber. He stretched off and checked the time. He figured that they should be close by, then saw the brick wall that enclosed the family estate. Steel smiled and excitedly adjusted his seating position. As they turned onto the gatehouse, the taxi stopped at the two wrought iron gates. Steel sat for a moment, looking over at the small house next to the gate. Usually, the gamekeeper or his wife would greet whoever wanted entry – but there was silence. Steel began to get a bad feeling. Something wasn’t right.

      ‘What now?’ asked the taxi driver.

      ‘Somethings not right here. Someone should have come out by now?’ Steel said, looking around.

      ‘Maybe they’ve gone out shopping or something?’ the driver said sarcastically. He, too, was getting a bad feeling, like this was a joke ride. This soldier would stiff him for the fair first chance he got.

      ‘I’m just getting out to see if anyone is at the gatehouse,’ Steel said. The taxi driver shot Steel an unsettled look.

      ‘Yeah, right, and then you do a bunk and leave me over a hundred quid short,’ said the driver.

      ‘Fine, come with me then,’ Steel shrugged.

      ‘Yeah, right, like I can keep up with a trained soldier.’ Steel scowled. He was losing patients with this guy.

      ‘Fine, you go, and I’ll stay here, and if there are any bad guys about, you can take them out, and I’ll watch,’ Steel joked. Not that he envisaged anything was amiss. It was probably that both Mr and Mrs Reese were busy doing something and not seeing the monitor. A bell and intercom system sat inside the gate posts next to the house. The aluminium plate glowed white as the sun reflected on its polished surface.

      ‘Yeah, right, and….’

      ‘Look, mate, you want your cash. I want to go home, so one of us has the ring that bell and get the friggin gate open. I’ve had a long journey home, and I’m getting headaches. So, you get your arse out of the car, or I do,’ Steel growled. His eyes were bloodshot from a lack of sleep, making the light blue in the middle seem menacing.

      ‘Uhm, perhaps you could,’ the driver said, hoping to put some distance between him and John Steel.

      ‘Good choice,’ Steel said, pulling the door handle. As he stepped out of the taxi, the refreshing breeze swept over him, causing him to shiver. He went to close his eyes and let the crisp air envelop him, but instead, he froze. From far down the driveway, loud popping, like fireworks, could be heard in the direction of the house. John Steel opened his eyes with a start and shot upright. Steel knew what he was listening to all of a terrible moment – it was gunfire. A mix of a rapid-fire and single shot. This wasn’t Mr Reese scaring off birds with his shotgun. These were automatic weapons.

      John Steel rushed over to the gatehouse. The door had been kicked in, and he could just see two sets of feet lying on the blood-soaked ground through the half-open door.

      Steel felt his blood boil. His thoughts began to cloud.

      He wanted to jump the fence and run blindly into the fray. Instead, he stopped, clenched his fists and closed his eyes. Slowly Steel breathed in several lungs full of air. More shots rang out, followed by screams of women and children. Steel’s gaze shot back to the taxi driver and rushed over.

      The driver had seen the look on Steel’s face but hadn’t heard the gunfire inside the taxi. He quickly locked the door as Steel rushed over. Steel banged on the window.

      ‘Go away, crazy man,’ the driver yelled through the glass.

      ‘Look, you idiot, open the door a second.’

      ‘Go away, ya crazy bastard,’ the driver yelled again, fighting to turn the engine on after he had stalled it trying to get away from Steel.

      ‘Look, someone is attacking my home. I need you to phone the police,’ Steel said. The driver shot him a cautious look. Was this a trick?

      ‘Yeah, right, nice try, arsehole. You owe me money, seventy quid,’ said the driver. Steel had no time to argue. He needed the police down there and soon.

      ‘Fine, call the police, tell them where I am, but don’t forget to tell them to send the armoured response team,’ Steel said and clambered over the gate.

      The taxi driver yelled abuse at Steel and got out of the taxi. Suddenly he froze as he heard the gunfire and screams. He felt the warm liquid running down his leg. He watched as John Steel disappeared into the forest. The driver threw himself into his taxi and started the engine. The driver winced as he heard the metallic howl as the gears were forced into reverse, then he hit the accelerator. The tires screeched on the tarmac, and the car heaved backwards into the empty road. As he drove, he dialled 999 and waited for the operator.

      ‘Hello, which service do you require?’ came a women’s voice over the speaker.

      

      John Steel made his way slowly through the woods he knew so well, towards the rear of the house and the sound of screams and gunfire. Steel had not gone far when he saw a figure all in black, holding an AK12 Assault rifle. Steel knew straight away; this man was a sentry. Put there to ensure that nobody got in or out.

      This was not a robbery; this was an invasion – an execution. Steel stopped and slowly looked around, ensuring this man was alone and there were no others posted several feet away. There was no one, just him and the guard. Slowly, Steel crept forward, avoiding fallen branches – anything that would make a sound and give his location away.

      

      The guard had been standing for what seemed like hours. He had no real idea why he was here or who any of these people were. All he cared about was that he was getting paid at the end of it all.

      A loud crack behind him made the man drop to one knee. He trained his weapon towards the sound. The metal and polymer stock was tight in his shoulder. His gloved hand held the foregrip and pistol grip so tightly he felt the strain in the tendons. He felt his heart pounding in his chest, the adrenaline surging through his body.

      Suddenly a brown rabbit hopped out of the undergrowth, twitched its nose and carried on pasted. The man blew out a lungful of air, then laughed in relief as he turned to face the way he had been looking before. His eyes widened in shock and fear as he found himself face-to-face with a man in combat uniform. The mercenary went to gasp, but Steel had punched him in the throat. The mercenary dropped to his knees, clutching his fractured hyoid. A gurgling sound came from the man’s collapsed airway. He fell to the ground, and the sound ceased.

      Steel quickly dropped to his knee next to the dead guard, snapping his neck. Steel didn’t have time for a full pat-down, so he just stripped the man of his tactical vest and checked the rifle’s ammo content and pistol: they were both full.

      The radio on his vest crackled to life as the teams gave their Situation Reports – or sit reps.

      Steel’s only thoughts were that he had to find his family and any other survivors and get them out. Also, to take out as many of these bastards as he could.

      Moving stealthily, Steel crept towards the house. In front of him knelt another man. He watched the man’s head and eyes darting like some on edge animal. The man reminded Steel of a meercat, his head moving on a taught body.

      Then Steel noticed four mercenaries to the far side of the man, around twenty feet away from him. They were laughing as they shot at the feet of a couple of the guests, making them dance back and forth.

      John Steel snarled at the thought of these animals invading his home. He pulled the assault rifle into his shoulder and moved forwards. First, he turned to the single guard and fired. The bullet hit him in the back of the head. The lifeless body just fell forward onto the grass. As the group of mercenaries turned, Steel’s weapon was already on them. There was a burst of flame from the barrel, and each man took several bullets to the legs and head.

      There was a violent eruption of blood and bone from the man’s forehead, and he dropped like a mannequin knocked over. As the last man fell, Steel stood up. His face was cold and emotionless as he sauntered over to the dead men and grabbed their ammunition belts.

      As he stored the new magazines where he could, John Steel watched the group of terrified guests scattered, terrified into the safety of the woods.

      Steel slipped one onto the assault rifle and chambered a fresh round, taking one of the magazines. He searched for the dead guard more carefully and was rewarded with a smoke grenade. He frowned as he surveyed the carnage before him. Who were these men, and what did they want?

      There were too many questions ringing in his head, but now was not the time to ask them. He knew he needed to reduce their numbers further, and if he could do that without being seen, then so much the better. John Steel knew he was no good to his family if he died.

      

      A large group of armed men stood at the bottom of the steps to the house. They were there to make sure nobody got in or out.

      John Steel tossed the smoke grenade thoughtfully from hand to hand and hatched a plan.

      With the grenade tucked safely into a pocket and the captured sub-machine gun slung onto his back, Steel moved carefully around the marquee. He headed to the corner, cut the canvas, and crawled in using the knife he had taken from the first sentry. The large tent was empty apart from a heap of corpses in the middle of the floor.

      There was still cutlery laid out ceremoniously on the tables as if nothing had happened. Many of the candlesticks still had their pretty decorative bows.

      Steel untied a ribbon from one of the candlesticks, then pulled the grenade from his pocket. He took one of the magazines from the pouch on his vest. Sliding out enough rounds from the clip to wrap around the green cylinder of the grenade, he began to strap them to the explosive using the ribbon. Outside, the group of killers heard someone calling, ‘Help! Help me please!’ The voice was fading, and they headed back to the tent, fired up with blood lust to finish off the dying man.

      Ten men entered the marquee searching for the crying man, weapons trained before them as they crept deeper. The man in the rear walked backwards to cover their retreat. He stopped suddenly as his foot hit something, and he tried to shout a warning before the room was filled with smoke. The group started to cough and splutter from the fumes; half-blinded and with arms swaying, they tried to find the edge of the tent.

      Then, as the container began to get hot, the rounds started to fire off. Loose bullets flew everywhere, causing the group to stop, cover, and return fire. More men rushed into the tent to help the squad, only to be cut down as they ran through the door.

      The blonde man came to the window from inside the house and watched the madness below. ‘For God’s sake, let’s finish this before all the idiots kill each other,’ he muttered.

      An enormous behemoth of a man stepped forwards, taking the automatic grenade launcher from where it rested on his back. He placed three rounds into the tent, taking the two grips firmly in his hands. As the projectiles hit, they exploded with tremendous force. First, there were several bright flashes. Then, the marquee was ripped apart, sending pieces of timber and fabric whirling in all directions.

      Burning pieces of debris fell from the sky in a shower of fiery rain.

      Grinning, the man replaced the weapon on his back. ‘Boom,’ he said, his tone deep and hollow. The fewer mercenaries who survived, the blonde man thought, the fewer they would have to pay off at the end. Joining the others, they checked the rooms for survivors, searching wildly for the four people who had run into the house earlier.

      ‘The women and the two children are not to be harmed,’ said the blonde man.

      The man stopped abruptly, forcing the men behind him to come to a sudden halt. He turned to make direct eye contact with one of them, a young man of average height, clean-shaven, eager look on his boyish face. ‘Is that understood?’ The blonde man’s stare became intense, almost burning through the youth, who backed off slightly and nodded.

      

      John Steel had seen the gardens were clear. Those who could escape had gone, and the rest of the mercenaries had disappeared into the house. Steel moved across the body-strewn lawn, keeping low, using cover as much as possible.

      Reaching the wall and the steps, Steel chanced a quick look. He was alone. There were no guards posted at the doors.

      Steel crept up the stone steps. His movements were slow and deliberate. Suddenly as he reached the patio, he came across the body of a man. It was his father.

      John Steel’s head dropped down in anguish. All he wanted to do was scream out. But he knew that would alert the mercenaries. So instead, his grief distilled into a lethal rage.

      John Steel kissed the first two fingers of his right hand and pressed them down on his father’s forehead. Steel’s eyes were cold as he looked towards the house, his face was like stone. As though all his fear, anger, and hate had built up inside him. Steel didn’t have time for emotion. He needed to be focused.

      John Steel crept through the back door into the massive dining room. Beyond that lay the long hallway and the stairs leading up to the bedrooms. He edged slowly towards the double doors leading from the dining room into the hall and slowly opened one of the doors just wide enough to take a look. A guard stood on the other side of the door with his back to him, presumably to stop people from getting out. He wasn’t expecting anyone to come in. Across from that guard, at the foot of the staircase, stood another.

      Steel noted where the men stood in the hallway, with its large marble floor and dark wood entrance doors directly opposite. A set of stairs traversed the left wall, which hung paintings of men and women, landscapes, and animals.

      Apart from the two guards in front of him, he could see no one else. He closed the door and sank into a nearby seat. He had to think and think fast. The radio that sat on his shoulder pouch squawked- grabbing it hastily, he shut it off. He’d thought of a plan.

      Silently, John Steel made his way to the speaker by the garden door. Then, taking the headset, he placed it down by the ornate black box. Next, Steel searched the DJ’s tool kit. He was hoping to find some tape or cable ties. But, as he dug deeper into the kit and found a roll of duct tape.

      He began to tape up the ‘send’ button on the handset, then carefully taped the headset’s microphone to the speaker.

      He stood up and looked around. ‘Okay, you bastards. You want to party?’

      

      Inside, the mercenaries walked through the house. They were going from room to room, firing at anything that moved.

      The blonde man had decided to wait in the large study he had found, whose oak walls and the floor was complemented with heavy-looking antique furniture. The room appealed to him. He had instructed his men to bring back any unharmed survivors, but he was worried about Travis. After all, these men were not soldiers; they were hired, ex-cons. More importantly, they were expendable. Travis, however, had been a commando and was a murderer and rapist of the worst kind. He was, quite simply, an animal.

      The blonde man had given his sidekick an instruction to keep an eye on Travis, and well, if the ex-commando did anything wrong, he would know what to do. The leader of the mercenaries strolled around the room in awe of its splendour. He found a large wooden globe in a corner and opened it, his eyes lighting up at the sight of the fine brandies and whiskies, and he helped himself to a glass of the twenty-year-old malt. He moved casually over to a massive wooden bookshelf. Dickens, Sun Tzu, Tolstoy, and all the classics were there. The smell of old leather filled his nostrils as he leaned forwards and breathed in the refined atmosphere. Picking a book, he settled down on the red leather Chesterfield.

      He started reading, sipping the whisky as he smiled and imagined for a moment that he was now the Lord of the manor.

      

      Steel knelt by the door with his back to the wall. Reaching up, he pulled a combat knife from a sheath on the shoulder of the vest he had taken. The long blade glistened as the afternoon sun's rays caught its sharp edge. He tucked it into his belt, where he could grab it quickly, then knelt with the Glock .45 in one hand and the microphone in the other, taking a moment to check through the plan.

      Steel counted to three using maximum force and tossed the microphone towards the speaker he had placed by the open bay doors.

      Everything turned to slow motion as the headset sailed through the air. Steel watched as the headset hit the ground and skidded and rested against the speaker. Then, a massive burst of feedback blared through the loudspeakers and, in turn, through the mercenary’s communications.

      The men screamed. They grabbed their ears in pain as the feedback hit them with full force, incapacitating them for a few moments.

      A few moments were all that Steel needed as he burst through the doors and fired, hitting one to the back of the head, the other between the eyes.

      Steel watched as five men rushed down the stairs and opened fire; each of the men slammed against the walls, the impact of each bullet punching through them, leaving bloody smears as the fell.

      A shot rang out, and Steel was launched forwards, and a lung full of air was forced out of him as he was shot from behind.

      A merc had come through the patio doors, seen Steel, and fired, but the plate carrier vest had taken the brunt of the impact, but it had forced Steel down.

      Still on his knees, Steel half-turned and fired. The first round hit the man in the vest, and the second took the top of his head off.

      Steel winced in pain. The vest had stopped the bullet, but it would hurt like hell days later. He looked up at the staircase and breathed a lung full of air.

      ‘Time to move,’ he thought, only stopping to pick up one dead guard’s pistol before moving carefully up the stairs with a pistol in one hand and a submachine gun in the other.

      As he reached the upper hallway and crouched behind a wall at the top of the stairs, he waited for a second, then dashed over to the first room.

      The blonde man bolted out of his seat at the sound of gunshots, ripping the earpiece from his ear. Then, racing out of the door, he made for the stairwell, picking up his men. Instead, he found five men recovering from the sudden blast to the eardrums, but they were okay, well, fit enough to kill someone.

      As he peered through the crack of the partially open door, Steel made out six men heading for the stairs. He knew he could take them out, but he did not know how many more there were or where they were.

      No, he had to leave them and press on.

      Going down the long corridor, he checked room after room, searching for his family and any survivors. Finally, he reached the end of the corridor. The rooms had been empty. If he hadn’t found anybody, then the killers hadn’t either. Suddenly, Steel looked up towards the attic, the one place he had not yet checked less for the cellar. But he knew that he had to get up there.

      

      The blonde mercenary and the others rushed into the dining room and found the microphone next to the speaker. He switched the mic off and threw it onto the lawn.

      Checking around, he noticed the headset taped to the speaker. Ripping it off, he stood up.

      ‘The boy is here,’ he stated. ‘Find him. And I want him alive. Do you understand, you idiots?’

      The others nodded. The blonde man looked at the small microphone from the headset and smiled. He glanced up at the house and cast a look from left to right, trying to work out where his quarry might be hiding. ‘Welcome home, Jonny,’ he muttered
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      As a small boy, John Steel often snuck rides in the old dumb waiter system but never thought he would be doing the same thing as an adult. The bulk of his body, plus the extras he wore, made the journey uncomfortable. Once he got to the top, he used the knife to bore a small hole to see the attic. The roof space was dark, the only light falling from the small windows on the roof above. It was a vast expanse, running the whole length and width of the house. Dusty boxes of long-forgotten toys stood on top of one another, and as he looked, he thought that only terror would bring someone to seek shelter here. There was little opportunity to hide.

      John Steel saw that it was clear and lifted the sliding door carefully. He realised that he would have to make it to the other end of the room to satisfy himself that nobody was taking refuge here. Dropping to one knee Steel drew one of the pistols.

      Walking slowly and carefully, he inched his way down towards the end.

      If there was nobody there, the only other possibility was that they had taken the dumb waiter down to the kitchen or the basement.

      Suddenly, Steel’s eye caught a shape in front of him. It was only a few feet away, but the poor lighting made it seem like miles.

      He waited for his eyes to adjust, then he closed his eyes and took several deep breaths. Slowly he opened them and saw that it was a woman lying there. Her face was not visible, but he knew that shape and felt no longer any point in anything.

      

      The blonde man went back inside the house and found that the others had regrouped in the long hallway. He walked up to the large man and nodded.

      ‘What happened, boss?’ asked the behemoth.

      ‘We have a homecoming, after all, it seems. I was told John Steel wasn’t due back for another week, but never mind, what is done is done. Right, first things first.’ The tall blonde man looked at the group.

      ‘Where the fuck is Travis?’ he asked. Everyone looked around and shrugged.

      ‘God damn it. Okay, find that fucking psycho before he kills anyone important, or even worse, he gets us all killed. Now move!’ The men split off, and he grabbed the giant man’s arm and shook his head at him. ‘No, my friend, you’re staying with me.’ The giant smiled and reached down to take a strangely configured combat shotgun from one of his dead colleagues. As he pulled it up, the dead man’s hands still clutched the weapon, refusing to let go, and this made the leader laugh as he watched his friend struggle with a dead man. ‘He was always fond of that, never left his side, even more so now.’ The big man looked up and shrugged.

      ‘Leave the weapon, my friend. It seems the dead have claimed it. I don’t think it’s wise to annoy the dead, not here and now anyway.’ The colossal guy let the weapon and the body drop. He was part gipsy and had grown up on his grandma’s tales of the old country, its legends and myths, and curses. Despite that, the blonde man had befriended him in the service. They had both joined the French Foreign Legion many years before but had later found better employment together.

      The cellar was cool and dark. The mother and her two children scurried across the floor to the wooden coal cellar door. As Elizabeth reached up, she realised she didn’t have the key. She looked around at the small nail embedded into the wall next to the double doors, but it held no key, and she cursed the gardener, as she knew he often forgot to put it back. A noise behind them caused the trio to find a hiding space, which wasn’t difficult, as the cellar was long with many rooms branching off it. They intently listened as someone moved from room to room, searching for their prey. The little girl hugged her mother. Elizabeth looked over to Thomas. She could see both fear and anger burning in his expression. She grasped his hand and squeezed it. He looked up at her, and his mood seemed to lighten a little. Elizabeth glanced down and saw a spark of comfort in her daughter’s eyes. A sickening voice echoed down the hallway, calling,

      ‘Come on out, I won’t hurt you.’ A snigger came next, and she shuddered. Did she hear him add the word ‘much’?

      Elizabeth noticed some old wooden barrels leaning up against the far wall. Grabbing Sophie and Thomas, she hurried quietly towards them. Lifting the lid off one of the barrels, she placed both terrified children inside it.

      Sophie clung to her mother, knowing she was protecting them with her own life. ‘Now,’ their mother whispered to them. ‘You stay in here and don’t move, okay, no matter what you see or hear. You don’t move until the police arrive.’ She gazed through glassy eyes at her children, fearing that this would be the last time she could do so, then she kissed Sophie on her forehead and took off and passed a necklace to the child. It was a golden locket containing a picture of them all. The long golden chain swayed as her hands shook with emotion.

      Sophie grasped the necklace and held it tightly to her as she stared upwards fearfully.

      ‘Thomas,’ she told her son. ‘I need you to look after your sister, okay?’

      His watery eyes stared back at her.

      ‘But….’ Elizabeth kissed his forehead to stop him from saying anything else. ‘You have to be brave. No matter what, you stick together, promise me.’

      The two children reluctantly nodded.

      ‘I love you, both of you, and I will always remember that,’ she said as tears rolled down her face and replaced the lid.

      As the two children listened with eyes firmly shut, they could make out the heavy breathing of a large man. While he panted and snorted like a rhino, they huddled together in their barrel and tried to make themselves as small as possible. The snorting brute came nearer and nearer, his feet shuffling on the floor. In his imagination, Thomas conjured images of the Minotaur from the Greek myths. Then the noise of someone running alerted the beast, and the children heard it turn on its heel and set off away from them in pursuit.

      Sophie shook with fear, her body soaked with sweat. Thomas held her close, comforting himself and reassuring his sister.

      Elizabeth managed to summon the dumb waiter back to the basement and quickly stowed herself into it. Then, she had to go up to the attic and find Helen.

      The four had separated for Helen to distract the giant, bald man into following her. This would give Elizabeth time to get away with the children through the coal cellar doors, but the cellar doors were locked.

      The brute moved towards the sound of the footsteps and found himself at the dumb waiter. A calculated, evil grin came onto his face as he saw the elevator moving upwards towards him.

      

      As Steel moved slowly towards his wife, his legs felt unfeasibly heavy. It was almost impossible to take a step. As he moved, he grabbed the tactical vest, ripped it from his body, and let it fall.

      Suddenly he crashed to his knees, kicking up a cloud of dust that hung in the pools of light. His face twisted with the pain of seeing her lying there motionless. He reached out a hand to grab her, his powerful fingers clawing at a distance between them.

      He dragged his body towards her, tears streaming down his face. His mouth moved, but no sound would come from his lips. He was only feet away now, but it seemed like miles. Then, again, his body smashed down upon the ancient floorboards. He did not care anymore who found him, she was the one person he had wanted to save, and he had failed. He reached forwards and touched her hair, but his outstretched fingers could not grasp her.

      His body contorted by emotion, he brought his clenched fists up to his face and blew out several deep breaths.

      Closing his eyes, he reached forwards, and as his fingers touched her neck, he cried out. She was still, with no pulse. Steel’s animalistic howl filled the house, and even three floors below him, the mercenaries stopped and looked at one another.

      ‘The attic!’ shouted the blonde man, ‘And be quick!’ He was already racing up the stairs, and the others followed.

      Steel knelt on the ground, holding his wife’s body close, his tears half blinding him. His emotions made him numb. Then, suddenly from the shadows, a familiar voice cried out—his mother. ‘Jonny, behind you!’ she shouted at him.

      A gunshot echoed through the attic. Enhanced by the confined space, it sounded more like an explosion. As he looked up, his mother was spun around by the impact, blood and flesh painting the large beams behind her.

      Steel watched helplessly as his mother tried to claw her way towards him, reaching an arm. He saw the angry exit wound in her chest. The sound of her wheezing and struggling for breath burnt into him.

      Then there were heavy footsteps, laughter, and three shots rang out. Steel looked down, numb from shock. He slowly registered the exit wounds in his body. And then, with his gaze lowered, he saw his wife’s eyes flutter open just before the next shot rang out.

      He heard her scream once, and then there was silence. He felt the pain of every hit his body took. His dimming sight locked on her. He saw Helen’s eyes were open and then watched as the cold stare of emptiness filled them. As he watched, he saw the last spark of life leave her body just before the next round hit him. Before he slipped into darkness, Steel smelt the foul body odour of the large man, and the sound of the man’s breathing filled his ears.

      ‘What the fuck have you done, Travis?’ yelled the blonde man. ‘Santini will have our fucking heads for this, you animal.’

      ‘Come on,’ The blonde man ordered, contemplating executing Travis on the spot. Instead, the blonde man turned on his heel and headed for the stairs.

      Steel slipped into darkness just as Travis laughed and followed his lead. His laughter grew louder as it echoed in the rafters.
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      John Steel felt a strange sensation of being lifted, or was it his soul? Was this it? Was this the end?

      But what concerned him was there was no bright light or chorus of angels. He had to admit he’d never been a good man in the true sense of the word. Of course, he had killed men, but that was the job, but he had never figured that would be held against him.

      His feeling of weightlessness was strange; It was almost as if he had been carried.

      Steel could hear a voice calling to him. It was soft, almost distant. It was telling him to hang on. This was followed by the voice telling Steel that he was sorry.

      But what for?

      Steel opened an eye and saw the floor of the attic. Then as he looked around, he saw someone’s back. Steel realised that the Japanese gardener had carried him across the room, towards the wall.

      Then Steel realised why the man was apologising. But before Steel could say anything, the Japanese gardener had launched Steel into the dumbwaiter and then pressed the button to send it down.

      The Japanese gardener raced downstairs, ensuring that the mercenaries had all gone.

      Bodies lay awkwardly on the stairwell and the wooden floors.

      Steel had done his job. He had taken out most of the intruders, but not enough. But it was little consolation if Steel died now.

      When the gunfire had started, the gardener had made a call to London, informing MI8 of the situation.

      The response was as expected. ‘Keep John Steel alive.’

      The gardener saw the blood pool seeping from the sliding door as the gardener reached the kitchen. He had to be quick.

      The gardener slid open the flap and pulled Steel out of the dumb waiter.

      There was no time to be gentle.

      He knew he had to stop the bleeding somehow. So, he grabbed the pistol from Steel’s holster and slid out the magazine.

      A full clip of fifteen 9mm.

      The gardener searched the kitchen and found some pliers. Then, he carefully removed the bullets from the casing and tipped the black power into one of the wounds. Then repeated it four more times.

      ‘This is going to sting,’ the gardener said. Then lit the places he had poured the powder. Flames leapt from the wounds, and Steel screamed, then lay unconscious.

      The gardener looked up and out of the window. There was a gentle thump, thump, thump of rotor blades.

      The cavalry had arrived.

      Then the four black hawk helicopters landed, and men in combat gear spilt out into an all-around defence position.

      The gardener rushed outside. Suddenly weapons were trained on him.

      ‘It’s OK,’ said one man. ‘He’s a friendly.’ The man was a captain of the special operations unit and rushed over along with the medics.

      ‘Is he alive?’ asked Brant.

      ‘Barely, but I’ve stopped the bleeding. Though he will have some scaring later, I’ve no doubt,’ said the gardener.

      The medics rushed in and placed Steel on a stretcher. As they carried him out, Steel began to convulse.

      They placed the stretcher down and began to work on him.

      ‘he’s going into cardiac arrest. I fear he has lost too much blood,’ said the lead medic.

      Suddenly, the gardener rushed back into the house and came back with a surging gun moments later.

      ‘What’s that?’ asked the medic.

      ‘Something the Earl had been working on with his company,’ the gardener said, then injected Steel with the fluid before anyone could stop him.

      ‘What the bloody hell you are doing, man?’ Brant yelled.

      ‘Saving his life–I hope,’ the gardener said.

      ‘You know it hasn’t been tested?’ Brant said.

      ‘The way I look at it, captain, we have no other alternative,’ the gardener said and plunged the inch-long needle into Steel’s chest.

      Suddenly, Steel flatlined, and the medics began to start CPR. Then, he began to convulse violently. Everyone stood back. As if afraid of what was happening.

      ‘What the hell did they put in that stuff anyway?’ Brant asked as he watched.

      ‘Natural herbs and toxins,’ the gardener said.

      ‘In other words, don’t ask?’ Brant said.

      Suddenly Steel lay still; his chest rose and fell as though he was asleep.

      ‘It ain’t gonna give him superpowers?’ one of the soldiers asked. Almost afraid of the answer.

      ‘No. It just shocked his body to start repairing himself quicker,’ The Gardener replied. ‘And before you ask, no, nothing like the comic books. His recovery will take time. But this just bought him a few minutes that he might not have had. It is a temporary thing. We were trialling it for military and law enforcement. Something to replace that bullet wound trauma packs you have in your medkits at the moment,’ the gardener explained.

      ‘So, when did they start human trials?’ asked the soldier.

      The gardener looked down at Steel.

      ‘Just then, and so far, I’d say it was a success,’ the gardener said. ‘But I have no idea how long it will hold. So, you best get moving, captain.’

      The gardener watched as they loaded John Steel into one of the helicopters. And with a massive blast from the downforce, the three helicopters took off and headed east. As they disappeared over the tree line, the gardener turned and headed back into the house. His cell phone pressed up against his head.

      ‘Steel is on the way to you now. Get the theatre ready. Six gunshot wounds, massive blood loss.’ The gardener listened to the person on the other end. ‘Just so you know, I gave him the formula. Yes, it stemmed the bleeding, but we needed to be wary of side effects. But now we know it works,’ he said as he stood on the step.

      A distant wail of sirens made him turn; the police were coming.

      ‘I have to go. The police are here. I’ll call you later,’ the gardener said before hanging up the call.
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