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        'You have to learn the rules of the game.

        And then you have to play better than anyone else.'

        Albert Einstein
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      DOMINICAN REPUBLIC – 30TH MAY 1961

      The harsh daylight sun was finally receding, giving way to a more comfortable and cooler evening. Despite this, the bugs and gnats from the nearby swamp still swarmed about, hoping to gather in the last vestiges of the day's heat and occasionally picking at the six prone bodies lying in the roadside ditch.

      The killers had been in place for the past three hours, waiting, sweating, and ignoring the bugs and the heat. They numbered eight in total; six Dominicans and two Europeans. The Europeans and four of the indigenous team were waiting in the ditch for the target; the remaining two were parked a few hundred meters up the road in cars, acting as spotters. It was also their job to act as ramming vehicles, to trap the forthcoming limousines of 'El Benefactor' in the center of the kill zone.

      The 'Catalan' glanced over at his partner the 'Georgian'. They were both dressed in civilian clothes, short-sleeved shirts, hard-wearing slacks and work boots. The field radio crackled into life. The two Europeans glanced at each other one more time and their eyes met. They knew this was it. No false alarms, no backing down, no mistakes. The killing would start soon.

      “La luz Es brillante, la luz Es brilliante,” the spotter shrieked into the radio. “The Light is Bright.” It was the code for the imminent passing of El Benefactor's motorcade.

      The killers had been funded and encouraged by the Americans from the Embassy, and the arrival of these two European specialists had spurred them on from what had once been the kernel of an idea, into something that was about to become very real.

      The Agency had quickly tired of El Benefactor's growing unpopularity, and fearing that he would not put up much of a fight to fend off a Communist takeover, they'd decided it would be beneficial to remove him from power. Their opinion was 'If we can't own him – nobody can', and it wasn't long before the Agency had called in its most versatile freelance operators – the two Europeans – to plan out and organize the largely untutored and inexperienced freedom fighters into a small but effective assassination team.

      Now the code was registering into the group of killers. Men tensed, weapons were checked, safety catches were flicked off, and rifle butts were jammed into shoulder positions. They spotted the dust cloud first, kicked up from the arid country road as the two-car convoy sped along. The intelligence they had received told them that the road, a quiet back route, was the most likely to be taken when El Benefactor visited his favorite mistress in San Cristobel. It was the perfect ambush spot.

      The dust cloud grew nearer and the growl of the heavier engines got louder. And then it happened, not hurried or at a frantic pace, but slowly. The mid-speed amble of the two-car motor convoy of gleaming Lincolns'; the roar of the gunned engine in the ambush truck as it gained speed to block the motorcade; the growl of the truck when it turned in a perfectly formed 'U' into the center of the road, causing El Benefactor's vehicles to brake hurriedly. And then the noise of the multiple automatic weapons as they spat out death, which was aimed, very accurately, at the prone motorcade.

      For a few brief moments, nothing more, the noise was deafening. The men of the killing team were all keen to get into the fight and put as much ammunition as possible into the President's vehicles. Each wants to be able to tell the tale to his grandchildren. Each one wants to be the man who killed that brute Trujillo.

      The first volley was impressive and completely incapacitated the cars. Then, as several of the President's security men struggled to regain the initiative, and even contemplated fighting back, the freedom fighters were on the move, firing, closing down their enemy, changing magazines so that they can continue with the salvo.

      Leading from the front was the Catalan's partner, the stubby, hard-looking Georgian who shouts to them to “Atacar hacia adelente”, before emptying his own weapon into an unfortunate bodyguard who had decided to run. It seems there can be no survivors…or witnesses. Then the noise falters and stops, the smoke starts to dissipate, and the removal of a seemingly unbeatable dictator is almost at an end. It is so quick – and so easy after all.

      The Catalan got up from his prone position and motioned for the Georgian to attend to the President's backup vehicle, where the few remaining bodyguards were being unceremoniously dragged from the car and beaten. They wouldn't last much longer. He sauntered over to the mortally wounded lead vehicle. His face was a mask of sweat and tension, from the serious business of killing. The sides and windows of the car had been shattered by multiple bullet holes and smeared with blood from the interior. Already the smell of death was making its existence known.

      “They fought back bravely, commander,” said Rafael, the youngest member of the team. The Catalan nodded and peered inside the vehicle. It was a charnel house. The driver and bodyguard had been pulverized. A series of single shots rang out from nearby.

      The Catalan straightened up and looked around to find the Georgian and his team executing the remaining bodyguards. “Where is Trujillo?”

      “He ran for the tree line, Ramon shot him in the legs. He's guarding him and waiting for you.”

      “El Benefactor is still alive, though?”

      “Si senor.”

      “And for us, no casualties?”

      “No senor. They never knew what hit them.”

      The Catalan made his way over to the tree line and there, with the little freedom fighter guarding him, lay the man who had held a small nation in his vice-like grip for more than thirty years. Blood was oozing from his legs, which lay at an unnatural angle, his suit covered in mud and dust, but the face… the face still held contempt and arrogance. But not for much longer, thought the Catalan.

      “El Presidente. Do you know who I am?”

      The rotund, white-haired man glared back. “You are a pig of a 'freedom fighter' and mother-fucker who sucks on the cocks of traitors!”

      The Catalan smiled and shook his head. “No senor, I am not from your pretty island. I am from far from here… but I have a message, a message from the Norte Americanos.” The shock on Trujillo's face was clear, thinks the Catalan. He has been outwitted by the Americans.

      “Your time here is over,” murmured the Catalan, and in one fluid movement he drew a large caliber revolver, a Smith & Wesson, and fired a single shot through the eye of the dictator. An old man dead in a ditch. “Ramon, you and the boys take the body away and hide it. And here…” he handed over the revolver to the only other witness to the execution. “If anybody asks, you shot Trujillo. Okay?

      Ramon took the pistol and stared down at it, feeling its weight and the grease running across his fingers. It was a good weapon. “Si senor. We can hide the body at one of the safe-houses until it is time to display it to the world.”

      The Catalan nodded in approval. “Good, then organize yourselves and go! Get out of here as quickly as you can.”

      “What about you Commander, you and La Bala?”

      La Bala was the nickname the boys had given to the Georgian. It was a term of affection. La Bala, 'the bullet', because the small Georgian did indeed resemble a bullet. Small, stubby, hard, balding…

      “We will be leaving by a separate route. You will not see either of us again, our job here is over. Go well.”

      The Catalan and the Georgian would have to move fast. They had a separate vehicle parked several minutes away along an arterial route, which would take them to the safe-house they had been using for the past few weeks. A clean up and fresh change of clothes would be in order, before they offered an after-action report to their in-country CIA case officer, Tanner, at a meeting in the bar of the Hotel Rafael in Cijaud Trujillo.

      By the time the news of 'El Benefactor's' disappearance had started to filter through, the men would be on a fast seaplane to Miami and their CIA contact would be reporting back to Langley that Agents QJ/WIN and WI/ROGUE, the Catalan and the Georgian respectively, had completed the terms of their current assignment and were on their way stateside for a final debrief by the Chief of the Executive Action department.
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      BEIRUT, LEBANON – AUGUST 1962

      The small, stocky man stood on the corner of the busy thoroughfare. He checked his wristwatch nonchalantly. Supposedly for the time, in reality to see if he was being observed. He gave a quick glance either way to his periphery. Nothing.

      He wore a lightweight, cream colored suit that he'd had made on a whistle-stop visit to Hong Kong years ago, and a pale blue, open necked shirt. The Middle Eastern sun had filtered through his cropped, white blond hair leaving his scalp burned. He wore a pair of dark wraparound sunglasses to reduce the glare. He was early-thirties, trim, in shape, and alert. His cryptonym was 'Gorilla'. It was a name which fitted him like a glove, not because of his size or bulk, but because of his rolling gait when he walked, the furrowed glower behind the sunglasses, and the hint of a hirsute nature peeking out from beneath his well-tailored suit.

      He was on the move again, pushing his way through the pedestrian walkways, past the crowded restaurants and coffee bars. Exotic looking women with liquid hips were shopping in the designer stores, businessmen were conducting meetings over a plate of meze, and friends were chatting over cups of Cafe Blanc, the herbal tea made from hot water, orange blossom and honey. It was easy to see, thought Gorilla, why Beirut was described as the Paris of the Orient.

      He moved at a steady pace along Hamra Street, being careful not to catch anyone's eyes directly, or bump into the mass of bodies packed onto the pavements. If he had 'bumped' anyone it would have been greeted with a respectful “Pardon en moi.” Today, he was using French as it fitted in better with his cover and would disguise his identity for later.

      It was then that he saw his 'Squire'. A fat man with a standard moustache and swarthy complexion, he was sitting in an old Buick. His cover was that of a Servee driver, the name for the local taxi service. Both the car and the driver had definitely seen better days. A Squire was a local, low-level intelligence asset who provided equipment or services to visiting field agents. Forged documents, money, safe-houses, weapons and transport all fell within a Squire's remit, and very much like their counterparts from the Middle Ages, they were expected to be on call at short notice.

      A quick glance, then Gorilla strode across and smoothly entered the rear passenger side of the vehicle. If he thought that it was hot out on the street, it was nothing compared to the stifling mugginess that he faced inside the car. On its plus side, the vehicle had limited visibility, partly due to the dust-laden windows that had never been cleaned, thus allowing the meeting inside the vehicle to be as discreet as it was ever going to be.

      The Squire remained stock still, and he continued to stare out of the window at the passers-by. Hamra Street was busy at this time of the day, and it made it harder to spot local surveillance teams, so he spoke out of the corner of his mouth and flicked an occasional glance in his rear view mirror.

      “Sallam Allaikum,” said the driver.

      “Allaikum Sallam,” replied Gorilla. With the formalities complete, they settled down to business.

      “You know where you are going?”

      Gorilla nodded. He'd read the reports and knew the route from studying a local map.

      The target had a small office located in a quiet corner of Rue Jeanne D'Arc and Gorilla had telephoned that very morning to arrange a 'business meeting' with the target, using the ruse that he was a French investor looking to hire the target's services through his Import/Export business. Gorilla had hinted that he had an illegal cargo to move and hoped that he had pricked both the target's curiosity and greed. At least this way, the target would be alone and exactly where Gorilla wanted him.

      “The package?”

      “Under my seat. It's the best I could do at short notice, but I think it will suffice.”

      Gorilla reached under the driver's seat and withdrew a small satchel. Inside, covered by a square of muslin, lay his work tool for the day – a Beretta M1951, complete with a bulbous noise suppressor. Old but reliable – not his preferred weapon – but given the limited resources available, it was certainly acceptable.

      He quickly tested the spring in the magazine, checked the action of the weapon, attached the sound suppressor, smacked home the magazine and let the slide roll forward. A quick chamber check, to ensure the bullet was seated properly and then he flicked the safety on.

      His only other piece of equipment was a bouquet of carnations. To the casual observer, he would look like a man on the way to meet his lover or mistress, but the bouquet would hide the silenced Beretta in a sleeve nestling against the flowers. Gorilla concealed the weapon inside the bouquet and cradled it in the crook of his left arm.

      The target was a Lebanese-born contract agent by the name of Abu Qassam, who had been playing both ends against the middle in French North Africa, operating for the British but betraying their operations to the FLN, the French National Liberation army.

      Things had come to a head when it was discovered that he had personally taken part in the torture and murder of a key British intelligence asset in the region. Realizing that he'd gone the length of the rope, he'd fled to his native Beirut where, mistakenly, he had assumed he could hide and would, years later, be safe.

      The British could forgive him his betrayal, to a degree. But the murder of one of their own – never! They had set about planning retribution. A tracking team was assembled; favors were called in throughout the intelligence community, sources were cajoled and leaned upon…until they had his new name. Then they had an address. Then they had a time and date. And it was at that point that the small man in the lightweight summer suit, Gorilla, was summoned.

      His unit's expertise was dealing with enemy agents, traitors, extremists – and this was his fledgling operation for them. A 'hit' they said, a quick in, quick out. Do this right and there'll be a step up the ladder, maybe even permanent secondment. In truth, Gorilla knew very little about the background of the case, the bare minimum, and to be frank – that was way too much anyway. For this kind of operation, the only information he required was a time, a location, and a description; anything more was showing off on behalf of the case officer running the show, in his opinion. His only priority was to get the job done and get out with a clean pair of heels.

      “I will wait here,” said the Squire. “I can give you at most five minutes, after that you will be on your own.”

      Gorilla nodded. “Five minutes is more than enough time; I'm not planning on having a chat with him. Keep the engine running.”

      A quick scan of movement on the street and he exited the car, nonchalantly clutching his lethal gift.

      He had killed men before during his time in the military, some in situations not dissimilar to this one, but never in such a coldly targeted, ruthless way. He knew he was more than capable of the task the colonel had given him; why else would he have been chosen? Gorilla had a special collection of skills that made him useful for jobs like this. He knew it, the colonel knew it and the hierarchy at Broadway knew it.

      He glided along the street, scanning from behind the dark glasses for people taking an interest in him, but again nothing. He moved like a spectre. That was one of Gorilla's talents, the almost intuitive skill to become unnoticeable. One of his instructors had once commented you could lose him in a crowd of two people.

      Moving into an empty side street, he saw the target location up ahead: a small doorway with a brass plaque outside stamped with 'Import/Export', accessed by a twelve step flight of stairs. He climbed the darkened hallway, counting the steps slowly in his head as he moved forward. He settled the carnations more comfortably in his right hand and walked up the last few steps to the heavy wooden door with a glass viewing window that was the office of Al Saud Import/Export Company. He turned the handle of the door with his left hand, entered and closed the door gently behind him.

      He instantly assessed the layout of the room and its contents – the shadows of the curtained room, the ornate cabinets and pictures adorning the wall, the languid figure reclining back in an office chair behind the desk. The man was smoking French Gauloises and a small glass of Arak lay half empty before him on the desk. No other people present. Good.

      The assessment took a fraction of a second.

      Then Gorilla was moving forward, seeking to dominate the room. It took three strides to reach the desk. The man began to stand, extending a hand in greeting, smiling. “Monsieur Canon, how…” he started to say, but Gorilla had reached the front of the desk and quickly, but not hurriedly, raised the bouquet with both hands to chest height. The motion was deceptively casual.

      Confusion passed over the target's face. Why was this client pushing a bouquet of flowers at his face? Was it some kind of strange French custom? As the target reached his full height, he perhaps realized, belatedly, what was happening. Gorilla touched the delicate petals to the man's forehead, gently brushing his skin, and pulled the trigger hidden within the lethal bouquet twice in rapid succession. PHUT, PHUT!

      The sound was barely noticeable, nothing louder than a vigorous cough, certainly nothing to attract anyone's attention from outside. With the first shot, the man stared at Gorilla as though he had been smacked in the forehead with a cricket bat. His head rocked backwards, and through his own momentum, started to crane forward again just in time for the second shot to hit him, inches away from the first bullet. This time, however, the bullet didn't rock the target any further, instead his legs simply gave way and he dropped like a marionette whose strings have been swiftly sliced through. He fell in a crumpled heap behind the desk, work papers and invoices scattered all over him. What had been white was now red.

      Gorilla made his way around the desk and fired two more shots from the now ragged-looking bouquet into the target's head. Just to make sure – but he knew from experience that they were not necessary. The whole operation had taken no more than fifteen seconds. A bit slow, thought Gorilla, who hated shoddy shooting, especially in himself. No fancy stuff, no long speeches, just BANG and the target is dropped.

      After the extreme act of violence there was silence, the only ambient sound being the tat-tat-tat of an old air fan in the corner of the room.

      Gorilla's heart started beating at a rapid pace as a surge of adrenaline hit him. He took two slow, deep breaths, closed his eyes and started moving. He quickly returned to the office door, turned the door sign to read 'Reunion en cours', pulled down the blind and locked the door. He discarded the flowers on the desk and set about searching the rest of the office, striding swiftly from room to room. He moved silently, with the suppressed Beretta leading the way like a lethal tribune. Less than a minute later he was satisfied that he was alone.

      Job done, he thought. Now all he had to do was leave without bumping into the bloody cleaning woman, or whatever random happening was liable to throw itself into the mix on these types of operations. But his concerns proved unfounded.

      He disassembled the Beretta, breaking it down into its component parts – suppressor, magazine, and slide. Picking up the spent casings from the shots he'd fired, he placed them all into his inside jacket pockets before leaving the office. His presence raised not even a glance as he exited the office and made his way onto Hamra Street, heading back to the Squire's taxi. Moments later, Gorilla opened the rear passenger door and dropped down into the seat.

      “Okay. Off we go. But take it easy, no gunning the engine or high speed,” he said to the driver.

      The Squire nodded and began to move the car out into the busy traffic. “Was everything okay my friend? Any problems?”

      Gorilla placed the pieces of the Beretta into the satchel before tucking it back under the Squire's seat. “Everything was fine. The less you know about it the better.”

      “I understand. You will tell your organization that I performed well. That I was of use?”

      Gorilla nodded. This Squire had performed exactly as he'd requested. Good driver, adequate weapon choice, no flapping. “Of course. My people will no doubt reward you well. You were very good.”

      “Inshallah. Thank you, and where to now, my friend?”

      “The airport. I have a flight to catch.”

      By the time the body of the target had been discovered, Gorilla would be winging his way to Paris before travelling home to London. A circuitous route for sure, but it would at least keep the trail he left down to a minimum.

      He settled back and watched the sun cast the Corniche and the mountains in the distance in a yellow haze. Glancing down, he noticed a single speck of blood on the lapel of his jacket. It was a testament, and in fact the only proof, of his first Redaction.
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      WARSAW, POLAND – OCTOBER 1962

      The long watch of Tomasz Bajek began on a bright Saturday afternoon and had started some three hours earlier when he had taken over the surveillance shift.

      The operation, bizarrely enough, was in Warsaw Zoo, which to Bajek seemed a strange place for a group of fully grown men to be trying to blend in unnoticed on a warm weekend. But he supposed that foreign agents did not have the luxury of working only on weekdays.

      The zoo had been rebuilt in 1949 following the bombings of the Second World War, and was now one of the main attractions of the new Poland. He had already completed three rounds of his sector of the zoo and was now sitting down, rocking the pram that he'd been pushing for the past few hours. To the casual observer, he no doubt looked like a devoted new father who had been ushered out of the house by his frantic wife on the weekend, to spend some time with his progeny. The zoo was a relatively inexpensive day out.

      However, all was not as it seemed. Bajek was not a new father, and the pram held nothing more than a toy doll, wrapped up in multiple layers of blankets and bonnets on the off-chance that an overzealous member of the public should desire to see the baby. All that was visible were two bright blue eyes peeking out. He could think of nothing worse than wandering around a zoo for hours on end. He had never visited the zoo before, he hated bloody zoos, and after this job was finished he would never want to visit it again.

      In reality, Tomasz Bajek was a young, junior officer in Poland's internal security service. He had been working in the counterespionage department for the past four years, helping to catch spies and traitors.

      Normally he was tied to a desk, but today, due to a shortage of staff, he had been seconded to one of the roving surveillance teams. A break from the drab head office was always a pleasure.

      He was the sixth operative in an eight-man team, which ranked him somewhere above a headquarters cleaner, but below the filing clerks. Each of the team had their own designated areas inside the zoo's grounds. Two surveillance vehicles were also part of the operation - one was disguised as a refuse collection truck, circling the perimeter, whilst the other was that workhorse of security services; a repair wagon, complete with a suitably slothful workman who'd taken many hours to do not very much at all.

      Bajek had the area covering the park and wild boar enclosure. Pleasant enough, but not when you're waiting nervously to capture a western spy.

      The job had been passed to them by the Russians. Unusually, a senior KGB officer by the name of Major Krivitsky was in command of the operation. Squat, vulgar, disdainful of the Polish intelligence officers under his command, Krivitsky had set out his stall in a blunt manner at the morning briefing.

      He stood at the head of the team, his large knuckles resting on the desk, chin jutting forward, soulless black eyes fixed on them, daring them to challenge his authority. He had then proceeded to lay out his experience. Fought in the Great Patriotic War, lifelong communist, an NKVD officer before they had changed their name to its current anagram; agent-runner, spy-catcher, hard bastard and the one person you don't want to cross. And all spoken in the absolutely lousiest Polish Bajek had ever heard. The man's voice was guttural, and at times almost incomprehensible, but it was clear enough to get his briefing across.

      A network of Polish spies had been rolled up and now the Russians wanted the chance to get their hands on a live, western case officer. But no ordinary western agent, not someone who worked through the Embassy, someone who had the safety net of diplomatic immunity.

      No, this was a non-official cover operative sent in on the 'black' to retrieve incriminating material. “The deal is this. You can have the Polish agents, we want the westerner,” glowered Krivitsky. “A show trial,” said Krivitsky, “to embarrass the Americans, the British, whoever the fuck it was. Then a prolonged interrogation, some Gulag time and then we sell him back to the West for one of our agents in a few years' time.”

      So who was this agent? What did he look like?

      “We don't know, so don't ask. Tall, maybe, young, sure. That's all we got, and we won't be getting any more where that came from,” murmured Krivitsky, who seemed loathe to give out any more information than he absolutely needed to. The rumor Bajek had heard was that the Polish spy Krivitsky interrogated hadn't had a strong enough constitution, and had decided to play the game no more. Permanently.

      “We got a trap set for him,” Krivitsky had announced. “A time and a place. We set the 'all clear' signal. Chalk mark on a lamppost on Marszałkowska Street. Means come and empty the post-box. Dead letter drop. He thinks he's getting the keys to the Kremlin, but we are going to be there rolling him up. So remember… you work for me. You do as I say. You don't, I make sure that you are sweeping the shit from the sewers for the rest of your life.”

      The dead letter box was in fact a loose brick, third row down, sixth brick across in a wall that surrounded the Herpetarium. It was located behind a small bush that provided, briefly, cover from any surveillance. The repair wagon which housed a member of the surveillance team had a discreet long lens camera pointing at the entrance to the pathway.

      The plan was to observe the target entering the tiny pathway between the wall and the shrubbery, alert the rest of the team, and they would then move in to make a hard arrest on the foreign agent and detain him once he'd exited.

      Over the past few hours they'd seen a few possible candidates for the soon-to-be-captured spy, but none of them fit the profile of a foreign intelligence agent. An elderly couple walking arm in arm, a mother on a visit with her two playful children, the usual retinue of courting couples. The most likely candidate had been a tall man of middle years, western business suit, but who had quickly been identified as a party official.

      One of the team had 'worked' him months ago after a suspected security leak from his Ministry, and the most contentious thing about him was his love affair with a junior secretary from the admin section. The team quickly ruled him out and minutes later, he was seen walking towards the park, hand in hand with a young flaxen-haired girl who was definitely not his wife.

      Bajek glanced at his watch, it was 4.45p.m., the light was starting to fade and the zoo would be closed within the hour. Maybe they were in for a no-show, or maybe the spy had picked up on the surveillance and decided to abort the emptying of the letter box, which meant that he might be stuck walking around the zoo again tomorrow. Damn.

      He heaved his heavy frame off the seat and decided on another series of ambles around his route, pushing the pram, and feigning interest in the limited selection of animals the zoo had to offer. He completed one circuit, returned for a second, and it was at the commencement of his third, and what he hoped would be final rotation around the zoo, when he heard the sound of the whistle.

      The whistles had been issued to all members of the team and were the equivalent of an early warning system. Not especially cutting edge, but effective nonetheless. “You see him – you blow the whistle. Got it?” Krivitsky had warned at the briefing session.

      Bajek turned his head in the direction of the peal. At first he saw nothing – just the zoo in its familiar state, visitors examining the animal enclosures. Normality. Then he saw a movement. A man of similar age to him, dark haired and skinny compared to Bajek's bulk, dressed in a workman's overalls and jacket, running at full pelt from the direction of the dead letter box, and seemingly, heading towards the main pathway which led to one of the exit points.

      Closely behind the runner, although with no chance of ever catching his quarry, was Stefan, the oldest member of the surveillance team, sporting a bloodied nose. Poor old Stefan had one hand pressed to his nose, trying in vain to stem the flow of blood, and the other swinging, in an effort to propel him forward faster. It appeared the spy hadn't wanted to be taken and had fought back.

      Then all the whistles seemed to be blowing at once, alerting the rest of the team to move in, and it was then that Bajek seized his chance. He wasn't a natural runner, nor was he particularly fit despite his youth, but he did have one vital advantage. He was standing at a 45-degree angle to where the spy would be in a matter of moments. If he could cut across the grass he would be able to intersect the runner's route, blindside him and bring the man down with a body charge. Bajek's bulk would be no match for the thinner man; he would simply knock him off his feet.

      The pram which had been his surveillance partner for the past few hours was flung, discarded, toy baby and all, and he was off! Pumping his arms, thrusting his legs along to propel him forward, he caught sight of the man from the corner of his eye. It was a race for survival. Bajek for his chances of promotion and escape from his prison-like desk; the spy, he was sure, for his life and liberty. Ten seconds to go, he was sure he could make it…

      Five seconds to collision. Bajek, the hero of the service, the man who brought down a ruthless western spy… blood is pumping in his ears… the only sound he can hear is the noise of his heart thundering…

      He can see the man clearly; young, certainly, but with a tough, handsome face… three seconds, almost…

      But then something strange happened. The man seemed to trip, stumble, but then regained his balance. Bajek nearly has a hand on the spy's jacket collar when he finally hears the report.

      At first, Bajek becomes aware of the Russian shouting, in fact, screaming would be a more accurate description. Then the crash of numerous rounds being fired, the 'whizz' of bullets passing by him, the screech of the caged animals as they react with fear. Then the spy seems to stagger – at least to Bajek – but still the gunfire continues. Who the hell had a gun on the team? Bajek thinks. I thought we all had whistles.

      The final few bullets seemed to explode into the running spy. One to the shoulder, and the final one – the most serious – took him in the rear of the skull, providing him, momentarily, with a pretty red halo before he crashed unceremoniously to the ground. The world seemed to stop, a breath held in anticipation of more to come. But no more do come. The bullets have done their work. The spy was splayed out face down, his arms and legs twisted at odd angles so that he resembled a child's rag doll, tossed aside in a fit of pique.

      Bajek knelt down to examine the wounded man. There was a mass of blood and grey matter, caked all over the concrete path.

      The left side of his head had been blown away, a fatal wound, but to the man's credit, he was still clinging to the last remnants of life. His body twitched every few seconds, his eyes rolling wildly and his jaw worked as though he was trying to speak.

      Bajek moved closer, so that his ear was almost touching the man's lips. At first there was nothing, then with a massive effort a word came out in a hoarse whisper… to be repeated again and again and again. Each time, the strain on the dying man took its toll, but still he expelled the same word until finally he had nothing left to give. His eyes rolled back into his head and he slipped away. Bajek closed the man's eyes and raised himself to one knee.

      The rest of the team stood stock still, like mourners at a funeral, which in a way they were, Bajek supposed, providing a cordon to keep the public onlookers away. And there at the back of them all stood that bastard bloody Russian, the so-called professional, the big man from the KGB, who had fired the fatal shots.

      The Russian stood now like a child chastised, hands at his side, pistol still in his right hand, a guilty look, a look of shame in his expression. His eyes cast around the Polish team and he dismissed the shooting with a shrug. It was then that Bajek, the junior officer, who was only a rung up from the office cleaner, snapped and lunged at the man. No deception, no thought or planning, just a straight charge and jump to reach the Russian's throat.

      “I almost had him… you… you… butcher!”

      Both men went down in a tangle, the pistol dropping to the floor as Bajek started beating at the KGB man with fists, elbows and feet. Bajek found himself being pulled back hurriedly and restrained. He was pulled one way while Jan, the team leader, picked up the Russian, dusted him down, and began to apologize, moving him in the opposite direction.

      “I'm sorry about that, Major. You have my word, he will be punished, he is a junior officer with little experience of how operations in the field work. He is young. The shooting? Accidents happen. No, of course you didn't intend to kill him. A tragic accident. The man should not have run. Please, let's get you back to base; my team can sort this out, so that we can prepare our reports together.”

      Bajek was aware of the Russian storming back toward the vehicles that would spirit him away from the scene. The rest of the team were re-grouping, calling in the 'meat-wagon' to take the body away, dispersing those members of the public who were brave enough, or stupid enough, to continue showing an interest.

      Bajek slumped down against the wall of the Black Bear enclosure. Jan, the team leader, came to stand over him, hands on his hips. “Do you know how much trouble you're in? You'll be lucky if you don't get kicked out of the service for this.”

      “That stupid Russian panicked. He blew the whole operation,” growled Bajek, his anger still prevalent, but slowly receding with the increasing realization of what he'd just done.

      “So what? It's his head on the line, or at least it was, until you waded in with your fists. Now you've embarrassed the service and made an enemy of a Major in the KGB. Well done.”

      “I thought the KGB were supposed to be the professionals and we're just the poor country cousins? If that's their best, God help them,” Bajek complained.

      Jan shook his head, appearing resigned to what he had to do. “We are the poor cousins. Let's be realistic, we can't operate without the Russians' help. They own us. The deal was, we got the local agents of this network and the Russians get the Western case officer running them. I'll have to escort you back to base, Tomasz. The Director will want to read you the riot act, before he decides which dark hole he's going to drop you down.”

      Bajek staggered to his feet. Jan gently gripped his arm and started to lead him away. “What did he say anyway?” he questioned.

      “Huh?” Bajek flicked a look back over his shoulder to where the body of the western spy lay. One of the team had draped a coat over the body, trying to conceal it until the meat wagon arrived. The zoo animals had started to react, perhaps due to the odor of the dead man's blood that wafted upon the air, invigorating their primal senses. Bajek paused for a moment, deep in thought.

      “Well,” Jan pressed. “What did he say? Are you deaf? It might be important.”

      “He said nothing, nothing at all, he was probably just trying to breathe.”

      It was only later, when he sat at his desk, sweating while the senior officers of the Service decided his fate that Bajek allowed himself to recall what the man had whispered again and again. He'd repeated one word, in English, in his last dying moments. At the time Bajek wasn't sure what the man was trying to say. So once back at headquarters, he had picked up the well-thumbed office copy of the English/Polish dictionary and rifled through its pages until he had found a match for the word the man kept repeating.

      In Polish the word was 'Tata'. In English the man, in his dying breaths, had repeated and repeated and repeated; “Dad… Dad… Dad…”
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      LUXEMBOURG – NOVEMBER 1964

      The recruitment of the first European killer, who would later go on to be the operational field controller on the ground, took place on a freezing cold evening in Luxembourg in a small and privately run villa called the 'St. Hubert' in the pretty town of Clervaux. It was a fairy-like house situated in a fairytale hamlet.

      The 'Man from Luxembourg' as the Catalan-born killer was colloquially known within the international mercenary milieu, was greeted at the door of the small villa by Max Dobos, the American's Hungarian factotum, contact man and cut-out. The Hungarian was also there to ensure that the Catalan and the American were not disturbed and that their meeting would remain 'Sub Rosa'.

      “He's waiting. Been in town since lunchtime. I have to search you, it's routine,” said Dobos.

      A frisk, and a pat down – good, but not up to the Catalan's standards by any means. Then a disrobing of his winter coat and a quick-paced climb up a winding staircase to a first floor landing, and a closed, heavy wooden door. A rap on the door and a muffled “Enter” sounded from within.

      The door opened up into a sparsely dressed room with an oak table, several comfortable-looking couches, and at its center, two upholstered leather reading chairs facing each other. The large windows were curtained to prevent any outside surveillance, but the Catalan knew that the view of the valley outside would have been breathtaking.

      “Allow me to introduce Herr Knight,” said Max Dobos to the Catalan, overseeing the formal shaking of hands. They were using English, the common language that bonded them all, and with the introductions complete the American was keen to take charge.

      “Max, if you would be so good as to leave us and make sure that we aren't disturbed. Thank you.”

      The Hungarian middle man gave a curt nod, and exited swiftly. A click of the door and the distant sound of him scampering down the flight of stairs ensured they were alone. With the chaperone gone from the proceedings, the American and the Catalan appraised each other as only men of a certain confidence and experience can do; with professional respect and a little wariness.

      The American was known only as 'Mr. Knight', no first name given, and as with all aspects of his tradecraft he had performed perfectly and planned everything down to the last detail. He was medium everything. Medium height, middle aged, salt and pepper hair, middle-ranking business suit. He exuded ordinariness, except for the eyes. The eyes had a hard coldness to them that could, on occasion, change from an icy glare to a fiery rage. They were the eyes of a zealot.

      To the American, the Catalan was tall and patrician, with slicked, jet black hair that had horns of grey streaking the temples. He was well dressed and well presented. Yet the American wasn't fooled for a moment. This European was dangerous and an experienced killer of men. His reputation preceded him.

      “Shall we perhaps sit and make ourselves more comfortable?” suggested the American, keen to control the pace of the meeting, as agent runners are always apt to do with possible future agents.

      And so they sat, face to face across a living room, hands resting comfortably on their respective laps, with only the American's briefcase between them.

      Elsewhere in the villa, and unbeknownst to either the Killer or the Spy, a tape machine slowly began to turn, covertly recording every word…
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      “You did some exceptional work for us in the past. I've studied your file. Very capable, very professional, especially that operation in the Dominican Republic, taking down Trujillo.”

      The Catalan merely smiled a self-deprecating smile and shrugged. “I was glad to have been of service. Your organization was very generous… while it lasted.” The Catalan's voice was thick and deep.

      “I know, I know, believe me. The people in charge of operations back then had their backs to the wall, especially following the assassination of President Kennedy. A lot of senators and public bodies decided they wanted to clip the Agency's wings. We had to step back and cut contact with anyone who was involved in what they would class as even mildly contentious activities. We're sorry about that. Let's move on.”

      The Catalan nodded his sympathy. “Such is the way of our trade and we are all at the mercy of those higher than us. But obviously things have changed, otherwise you wouldn't have travelled all the way from Langley to make contact with me.”

      Mr. Knight leaned forward, bringing his guest closer into the fold. “Even politicians are pragmatists in this day and age. We are fighting a Cold War, whether we like it or not, and in order to conduct operations against the Soviets, we need soldiers. Capable men such as you, men not afraid to get their hands dirty. Not 'Wild Cards' – far from it, but professional operators who know how to run an operation.”

      “You are very kind.”

      “No, I am not kind, far from it. But I am honest and I like to tell it straight. The cull after the murder of the President was a blip, nothing more. Now we have serious work to do and I would like to have you working with us. How do you feel about that?”

      The Catalan inhaled and pondered the raindrops drying on his leather shoes. “I have other business interests these days that take up much of my time. If I were to work with your people again, I would need a strong incentive.”

      In truth, he was keen to work with the Americans again. Since his enforced retirement as a contract agent, he had confined himself to his legitimate business enterprise, the running of an art and antiques store here in the center of Luxembourg. After operating around the world, he'd decided he needed a refuge; somewhere small, discreet, quiet and cultured. Luxembourg, for him, had fitted the bill perfectly. Despite his lifestyle as a small businessman, he had also been a part of several not-so-legitimate enterprises, namely the funding of several small-scale heroin smuggling operations across the Mediterranean, which, while making him a tidy profit, had failed to provide him with the adrenaline rush of his previous work for the Americans.

      Mr. Knight locked eyes with him, his stare direct. “My friend, if you sign up for this operation, I can assure you that the resources available and the remuneration will exceed anything that we offered you before; on that you have my word. There's a new broom heading the Agency and he wants to sweep away the crap that the Soviets have been hitting us with, while we've been distracted by being raked over the coals. At this juncture, I am merely enquiring to see if you would be interested in principle. If that is the case, then we will move on with the details of the project, if not, well… then we shake hands, you go your way, I go mine, and you never contact or work for the Agency again.”

      The Catalan held the American's gaze for a brief moment, weighing up his options. To commit or to refuse; both held advantages and disadvantages, and when all things were considered, it really didn't come down to the money, welcome as it was. It was more the desire to be an active part of the great game that he had been a part of for most of his adult life.

      So, the decision was clear, to carry on being a small-time smuggler on the fringes of the European underworld, or to take on the challenge and be a major player in the Cold War? It was always useful to have powerful allies such as the Americans, especially if his less-than-legal enterprises and investments turned sour. He smiled a sad smile of resignation and acquiescence. Really, there was never any doubt.

      “Mr. Knight, please, tell me more about this operation. It intrigues me. How can I be of service?”
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      The American poured them both a shot glass of schnapps, a taste for which he'd acquired during his time in Germany after the war. It was a nice opportunity to halt the 'pitch to the Catalan. Leave him dangling, keep him off balance and lets me set the pace, thought Mr. Knight.

      But the hiatus in the conversation had to be timed correctly. Too keen with the details and the Catalan may be scared off, too much of a pause and he wouldn't take it seriously. Mr. Knight knew from experience of handling agents in the past that the trick was never to go directly to the matter at hand. Instead the wisdom was to start out wide and gradually bring it in to a narrow focus, hence the offer of the schnapps and his next preamble.

      “Following the death of Kennedy, the Soviet intelligence apparatus and their satellite services began to test the boundaries of what they could get away with in operations against any number of Western intelligence services. They'd already had success penetrating French, British and German intelligence, but the CIA was proving a tougher nut to crack. So they decided to take advantage of our inability to conduct covert action operations and chose to up the stakes, by eliminating several of our agents and operatives in Europe and Asia. When the politicians closed down our Executive Action capability, they also threw out its operations chief. Without him, his assets and his planning skills we were left effectively unarmed. A bit like a gun without the bullets.”

      The Catalan nodded his understanding. He'd met the Chief Operations Officer of the CIA's covert action capability several times, mostly in Italy. An overweight drunk who had gone to seed a little bit, but still a man of great experience and an excellent covert operator, none the less. Both men raised a silent toast to the absent CIA man and downed their schnapps.

      Mr. Knight continued sipping at his drink. “Damn… that's good. Anyway, the Agency put up with this for as long as it could stand it, then it started to fight back. Oh, not against the Russians, hell, that would have been the easy part. No against the damned politicians, oversight committees, and shit heels that know as much about running covert ops as they do about astrophysics! Our argument to them was clear. Some very high up people in the Agency formed a quorum and approached several sympathetic congressmen, some of whom had helped us out during the war and knew where we were coming from. Good men, lovers of freedom and democracy.”

      Mr. Knight poured himself another shot of schnapps and downed it. “Look, we know we got a bit carried away recruiting and running all kinds of assets in some very unsavory parts of the world. Our people said to them, 'We fucked up. But if you guys want to win this Cold War of ours for all the freedom loving people of the world, then for the love of God take the gloves off so that we can at least hit back from time to time!' ”

      “Very commendable,” said the Catalan, eager to get to the nub of this American's proposal. “So, what is the contract? Which dictator are we to neutralize this time?” The Catalan noticed a frown pass across Mr. Knight's face. Maybe I have misunderstood the proposal, he thought. Then, just as quickly, the cloud passed and the American regained his composure.

      “No, not a dictator. Not this time. Not some African butcher, or some Latin American hard man. The Agency has very wisely decided that we are not in the dictator-removal business anymore. We've had our fingers burned too many times,” explained Mr. Knight.

      There was a frown this time from the Killer. “Then I am confused. In our previous contracts, we were always directed toward such targets, that was our specialty?”

      “Oh, I can assure you, your skills will not be wasted, otherwise why else would we have chosen to re-activate you? No, not a high profile target such as a head of state, but important enough to this operation to warrant your attention. Seven people… excuse me seven 'targets'… to be eliminated within a given time frame. They are scattered across Europe, have minimal or no protection and are totally unaware that they are being targeted,” Mr. Knight explained calmly.

      “Soviets?”

      “Of course. Soviet agents to be more precise, but it amounts to the same thing. I'm afraid you will be off the KGB's Christmas card list for the foreseeable future.”

      The Catalan nodded. He was not unduly worried; he knew how to cover his tracks. “And the fee?”

      “Double the usual monthly retainer from your previous employment with us, with a $25,000 bonus upon satisfactory completion of the contract, plus the usual expenses and resources available.”

      The normally poker-faced killer raised an eyebrow at that. A payoff of $25,000 would set him up for the rest of his life and would easily see him into retirement. The Americans must want these agents removed very badly indeed.

      “We already have much of the plumbing in place, but we can go over that in more detail at our next meeting,” the American continued.

      Plumbing, the Catalan knew, was the Agency's euphemism for pre-operational planning. Before any job was given the green light, the case officer in charge had to provide the necessary resources to actually make the operation viable.

      “However, because of the deniable nature of this contract you will need to source certain things for yourself. We want everything done at arm's length, to keep the facade of plausible deniability in place. Passports, vehicles, specialist equipment and so forth. Is that a problem?”

      “No, not at all. I have a good man that I use in Antwerp for false documentation. He is very professional, very discreet. However, I will need assistance to help me execute this contract. Suitable personnel. Qualified people.”

      Mr. Knight leaned down and lifted a manila folder from his briefcase, opened it and made a small notation with his pen. “Yes of course. We would in no way expect you to carry this out on your own. We were rather hoping that you would take it upon yourself to perhaps approach and recruit your former partner on our behalf. Is that acceptable?”

      “Certainly. He is a fine operator, and one of the few men I would trust to work with,” said the Catalan smoothly.

      “I understand he can be a little reckless at times. A little wild?”

      The Catalan thought back to his time working with the Georgian. The little man was both reckless and ruthless at times, but remarkably, he had always been able to rein him in and control him. “He does have that reputation, but not with me. If you wish me to take this contract, and I'm guessing that you have gone to a lot of trouble to arrange this meeting, then I want the Georgian as my back-up man. This is not negotiable.”

      The American seemed satisfied with the answer. He clicked his pen to retract the ballpoint, returned it to his pocket and sat once more staring directly at his guest. They had reached a point of no return and, from this moment on, the operation would either go forward or be stillborn.

      “So who are these targets? Until I have an understanding of precisely who and what they are, I cannot give you an accurate assessment of success feasibility,” said the Catalan.

      Mr. Knight pulled another manila folder from his briefcase, and with a quick flick through the pages with his fingers, he handed a single, typewritten sheet of paper to the Catalan. The words 'TOP SECRET' were emblazoned in red diagonally across the page. He evidently had his own copy as he immediately turned his attention to the folder resting across his lap and began to speak. “I think for brevity's sake, for the moment we should refer to them by their professional titles,” said Mr. Knight.

      The Catalan nodded his agreement and returned his gaze to the briefing document, while Mr. Knight cleared his throat and assumed the mantle of a teacher conducting a lecture.

      “So we have the Soldier, an army colonel currently assigned as his country's liaison officer to NATO headquarters in Paris. There is the Diplomat, who is operating out of an embassy in Hamburg; he is part of a diplomatic policy think-tank for creating strategies to counter Soviet expansion. The man is also a closet homosexual.”

      Mr. Knight ran his finger down the page until he reached the next targets on the list. “The Engineer is a senior scientist currently believed to be seconded to a project designing a new missile delivery system. The man was a leading light in the Nazi war machine during the war, a protégé of Werner Von Braun, no less. Then we have the Financier who is a senior banking official with a noted Swiss banking house in Zurich. He has direct access to various government funds and is an expert in re-routing and hiding KGB monies in the West.

      “The Politician is Special Advisor to the current UN Secretary-General and a former member of the Italian parliament. She is very influential, with many friends across Europe and the USA, apparently also has the ear of the current Chief of Staff in Washington. Finally, we have the Quartermaster; a respected businessman who runs a secret sideline, procuring illegal arms for Soviet-backed operations across Africa.”

      The Catalan sat quiet for a moment. It was an impressive list, no doubt, but there were several nagging doubts running through his mind, not the least of which he decided to voice. “Would it not be better to try to turn these agents? I know from my own experiences during the war that the perceived wisdom is to use agents to catch more agents. Killing them merely leaves you with a dead end.”

      Mr. Knight sighed. He'd expected this reply at some point and his carefully constructed response had been prepared in advance. “That is the usual way of doing things, certainly, and as a professional I agree with what you're saying. But this operation is just one part of a bigger project. The reasons don't concern you, only the conditions.”

      The Catalan frowned. “There are only six names on this list; you said there were seven targets.”

      Mr. Knight cleared his throat and placed his hands carefully on his knees, almost as if he didn't trust them to remain still. When he spoke, his words were clipped. “The seventh target is, we believe, the KGB controller who runs these agents personally. At the moment, we only have limited information about him. That will change over the coming months. We know that he's currently active in Europe somewhere. As soon as we find him, we will pass you the information.”

      Both men stared openly at each other for a moment, weighing up their options. It was the American who finally spoke. “So we have now reached a line in the sand. I think I need a clear answer.” There was a deliberate pause before he spoke again. “Are you able to handle this operation?”
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      Was he able to handle the murder of seven people, seven people who made up a Russian intelligence network?

      Oh, he was more than capable. In his time he had caused – either directly or indirectly – the deaths of more than a dozen people, for just as some people are born to be academics, surgeons or musicians of the highest order, so the Catalan was a natural in the art of murder. He had, after all, spent half his life engaged in the dangerous world of espionage, criminality and professional terrorism.

      Juan Raul Marquez –aka the Catalan; the man from Luxembourg; the Killer – had been born forty-five years earlier in the Catalonian region of Northern Spain. His affluent family background had been a melting pot of Catalan extremism, and while the political firebrand of his youth had long since left him, what had remained was the wisdom and experience of the born survivor. The life blood of intrigue coursed through his veins, and like all natural survivors who have walked through the constantly shifting sands of the secret world, he played the game superbly.

      As a young man he had travelled extensively around Europe, affiliating himself with all manner of revolutionary and counter-revolutionary groups. He was like many of his generation, outwardly wealthy, cultured but still struggling with his fortunate place in the world. He had so much, while many had so little.

      So he raged; raged against the elitist European royalty, the corrupt governments, the puppet politicians, the lies of communism, and it was this anger and this searching that led him into contact with his first underground political cell.

      In truth, it had been his infatuation – perhaps even love – for the cell's leader, a charismatic and handsome Swiss doctor named Michel who was eager to stem the rise of communism, which had led him to being one of the bomb throwers in an attempted assassination of a visiting communist party leader to Geneva. Unfortunately for the fledgling terrorists, both bombs had failed to ignite and Marquez and his cohort were quickly arrested by the authorities.

      Prison, even a Swiss one, had brutalized him. The beatings, the rapes, the hard labor were bad enough; but six months into a ten year sentence he had learned through the underground network the harsh reality of the secret world. His beloved Michel had been an Agent Provocateur for the Swiss authorities. It had been a trap designed to roll up a cell which had been getting too well known.

      People take to prison in many ways, some acquiesce, some blend in, and some fight back. For Marquez, it was the latter. Following months of abuse and the final cut of betrayal, he'd proven to be a difficult prisoner for the guards to handle. The beatings increased and solitary confinement seemed to be his way of life. Fortunately, for both himself and the guards, he was handed an early release from prison, thanks to the intervention of influential, and very rich, friends from his social circle who were able to hand a hefty bribe to the Swiss authorities. That, and the promise that he would never return to Geneva again, seemed to be a fair deal.

      The experience had left him with a clear understanding of several things. Namely, that he would no longer be fooled into believing the lie of political ideology. They were fools the lot of them, ready to commit to a baseless system and yet so easily brought down by human fallibility. How weak.

      He decided that in the future, he would be responsible for his own planning. He spent most of his twenties hiring himself out as a smuggler and thief and eventually moved to Paris.

      He moved in wealthy circles, had tempestuous affairs with several men, and cultivated friendships with those in power. He was fast becoming a power player.

      With the outbreak of war, Marquez fell firmly on the side of the Petain government and had many patrons inside the Vichy regime. He soon came to the attention of the Abwher, German military intelligence, and earned his credentials in the early part of the war by spying on his French hosts. He was caught in flagrante by the French authorities, spying on a munitions factory, and given a prison sentence for his trouble.

      Fortune was once more on his side however, and he was released by the intervention of his friends in the Vichy regime, not least being Pierre Laval, the new head of government. Once he had regained his liberty, he went straight back to the spying game, this time in Bordeaux working as an intelligence agent for the Sicherheitendienst, also known as the SD – the Nazi intelligence organization. Capture, murder and torture were his stock in trade and he used them to excess.

      By 1943, and sensing that victory was turning in the Allies' direction, Marquez offered his services as a double agent to a British intelligence network operating in Paris. He also had a lucrative sideline, smuggling expensive works of art and diamonds stolen from wealthy Jewish families to Lisbon. He used this 'route' to pass sensitive information he had gleaned from his inside position in the Nazi intelligence service in France, to the British SIS and American OSS stations in neutral Portugal.

      In the intelligence war, however, there are no old and bold spies and it was only a matter of time before a rare mistake was made by Marquez. He lasted a year before he came under suspicion by the Gestapo; he was hauled into the interrogation center at the Avenue Foch and questioned for days. Through good luck and a cast-iron cover story, he was able to soothe the German's concerns, at least initially. He was released and placed under surveillance by the Gestapo, who waited to see if he would make contact with anyone from the Allied spy networks.

      Marquez, with his trademark cunning, knew when he had been compromised and did nothing except sit in his Paris apartment drinking expensive wine and entertaining several young men. After a month's worth of surveillance, the Germans, being no fools, decided that he was too much of a risk and chose to exile him from France. The knock on the door one December morning by two heavily armed Gestapo agents who were under orders to 'escort' him to southern Luxembourg confirmed that his espionage career was over. Marquez, if asked, would simply state that it was part of the great game; the risk, the thrill, and the elegant blood rush of danger that made him become embroiled in such intrigues. He traded the lives of men and women as a stockbroker might play the market, with ruthlessness and cold calculation. He never looked back, only forward.

      By 1945, the Germans were on the run and the Americans were rounding up all manner of former German agents, spies and operatives. Marquez was hauled out of Luxembourg and placed before a British Colonel with responsibilities for intelligence work. The stern Colonel assured Marquez that his valuable work as a double agent would certainly go in his favor, if he could “just give us a few more details about his former compatriots.”

      Marquez spent the remainder of the year giving as much evidence as he could about German and Vichy intelligence operations to investigators and prosecutors at the Nuremburg trials. With the war over and his freedom assured, he moved back to a civilian life in Luxembourg. He opened a small art dealership and antiques business, and to the casual observer, lived a quiet and unremarkable life. It provided him with excellent cover for his much more lucrative secret life consisting of international smuggling operations, both in precious minerals and narcotics, as well as working as a freelance agent for the French, Belgian and West German Intelligence Services.

      And so a decade after the end of the war, Juan Raul Marquez had once again returned to his chosen trade of smuggling, espionage and murder. It was a trade in which he excelled, and a trade which sooner rather than later would bring him to the almost omnipotent attention of the CIA.
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      Marquez stood at the window and gently peeled back the curtain, so only the smallest aperture was made allowing him to view the frozen scene outside. He scanned the street for any sign of a threat, but saw only the empty streets below him. He turned to the American. “Who would be my contact?”

      “You would work directly with me. No contact, either overt or covert, with the American Embassy or the local CIA stations where you are operating. You work at arm's length, independently, with no chaperoning. You try knocking on Agency doors, they'll tell you to take a hike and that they don't know what you're talking about. I will give you a series of telephone numbers and you will be required to check in regularly, to give and receive up-to-date intelligence. After each successful hit, I will release a designated amount to a personal bank account of your choice. You don't complete the contracts; you don't get paid. Questions?” said Mr. Knight.

      “I would need several weeks of planning, to organize my team and work out how we would complete the operation.”

      “Of course,” Mr. Knight agreed.

      “Monies are to be paid directly into my private account at the Banque International de Luxembourg. I will distribute the funds as and when I require them.”

      “Absolutely.”

      “I will look over your intelligence and planning so far. If it can't be done, I will say so. I will not waste our time. If that is the case I would require $5000 as a severance payout. My time is precious, you understand.”

      “Agreed.”

      Marquez gave the scenery outside one final look before turning to the American. “Then if all that is acceptable, I would say you have a contractor.”
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      “Max. Our guest is leaving, please fetch his coat.” The call went out to the factotum, down the stairs in the lower level of the building. A distant “Yes, Herr Knight,” was the reply.

      With the successful reactivation of Marquez, Mr. Knight, ever the practical intelligence officer, had a more pressing problem, namely the tying up of loose ends. Conversely, it was also a fine way to test the Catalan killer's loyalty to the operation and to see if his skills had diminished in any way over the years since he had last been employed by the Agency.

      “Herr Marquez,” he whispered as the man stood to smooth down the creases in his tailored suit. “I suggest that we meet one week from today in Vienna. There I will hand you all the biographical details of the targets, funds and a list of resources available to you. I would also like to go over your plan at the same time.” The American reached into his inside jacket pocket and removed an envelope. “Here is a ticket to Vienna, some expenses and an itinerary.”

      Marquez pocketed them; he would read through them later. “What about my cryptonym?” he asked.

      “Well, I think if you are agreeable, we will stick with your original Agency codenames; QJ/WIN and WI/ROGUE. Is that satisfactory?”

      Marquez nodded his approval. He knew that the CIA used cryptonyms that began with a two-digit prefix called a digraph. This digraph usually denoted the locale where the agent had first been recruited. In his own case QJ stood for Luxembourg, the place of his initial recruitment. His partner's digraph of WI represented the Congo, the place of his first operation and the country that had brought them together.

      The latter part of the cryptonym was usually something random, or that fitted together to make a complete word. However, in the case of WIN and ROGUE, there was always a sneaking suspicion on Marquez's part that some anonymous CIA officer had judged their personalities well: one a ruthless winner, the other a risk taking criminal. He smiled. It felt like he was back where he belonged, safely inside the protection of a CIA sponsored operation. This contract, possibly his greatest challenge, he was sure would also be his greatest masterpiece.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The following week was a whirlwind of activity for Marquez. He temporarily closed down his little antiques business in Luxembourg, citing the need to visit an elderly relative in Spain and warning his customers he may not be back for weeks, possibly even a month or two.

      He also made discreet contact with several members of the European underworld, with whom he had worked in the past. Each was a specialist in their chosen field. They were expensive, but well worth the price that their expertise brought. Finally, he locked himself away in his beautifully furnished apartment above his little shop and set to work. By the second day, he had the workings of a plan and a strategy of how he would complete this most challenging of contracts.

      His plan was simple. Take out the easier targets first, without arousing the suspicions of the KGB. Accidents were always good as they weren't as obvious as a bullet to the head. They bought the assassin time to escape and didn't alert any investigators to the fact that foul play had been used.

      Experience also told him that the higher profile the target was, the less likely the use of 'accidents' was, of being an option. Their security was invariably higher and therefore they had a level of protection that made it much harder for the erstwhile assassin to get intimately close to the target. Close quarters work may be an option in this case, but he doubted it. Besides, he would know more once he had a chance to read through the American's intelligence assessments on the targets.

      The devil is in the details, he told himself. He sat back in his chair, stretched, then reached across to the telephone sitting on his desk. He heard the click of the operator picking up and asked her to connect him to the private number of a bar in Portugal, which belonged to his former partner.
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      The meeting of the two European killers took place at a small cafe located on the Stallburgrasse 2 in the old town area of Vienna, exactly eight days after Marquez and the American had first met. It was discreet, off the beaten track, away from its flashier rivals and a perfect place for two old friends and business partners to reacquaint themselves.

      It was commented on by the SIS intelligence analysts who later reviewed the case, that this momentous meeting was a pivotal point in the operation; as much hinged on the successful recruitment of the Georgian killer. It had been a good length of time since the two men had last worked together and much could have changed in the little killer's attitudes. He had, after all, found a new country, a woman and a lifestyle.

      The SIS analysts also felt that if he had turned down the offer of a lucrative contract, it would have signaled his imminent death sentence. Contract killers, especially top level ones, despise being turned down by former partners as they are invariably seen as security risks or even worse; there are fears they may try to undercut the original contractor. Hell hath no fury like a deceived assassin, it would seem.

      However, on this occasion the analysts and naysayers needn't have worried. The killer had reverted to type and just as a leopard is said to never change his spots, so it was for the small Georgian – he would never turn down a lucrative contract sponsored by his old partner.

      David Gioradze, the Georgian, arrived at the cafe at the appointed time. He was dressed in a thick, fur-lined coat, gloves and a hat to keep the cold at bay. He had spent the past few years enjoying the warmer climate of Portugal where he had made his erstwhile home, running a small bar and enjoying the many pleasures of that country, not least, the wine and the women. Having to travel to Vienna during the winter months did not exactly fill him with pleasure.

      He made his way through the tables to the counter, ordered a Kleiner Schwarzer, the Austrian name for a small black coffee without milk, and pointed the waitress to the corner table in the shadows, where the unmistakable figure of his former partner reposed. He took in the man's long aquiline face, his perfectly groomed hair, his cultured manner, his fashionable, yet conservative clothes made by the finest tailors in Italy. This seemingly cultured and urbane businessman was one of the best contract killers in Europe. Inwardly, he sneered. In truth, he disliked the man, hated his aloofness, his penchant for young men, his sometimes effete manner. They were not friends, never would be, and the fact that they came from different social classes only widened the gap. But on occasion, the two men would come together to form a symbiotic relationship. The iron hand in the velvet glove was how they had once been described; Marquez the planner, Gioradze the hammer.

      “It's been a long time since Leopoldville,” said Gioradze, shaking the other man's hand.

      They had first met in 1960, when both had been working, separately at first, for the CIA in Africa. To the CIA officers who ran them, and to the headquarters staff at Langley, these two Cold War mercenaries were better known by their registered codenames, the ones that would be used in confidential communiqués. Gioradze was known, perhaps in reference to his penchant for taking risks and daring nature, as WI/ROGUE, while Marquez, in reference to his single mindedness and commitment to finishing a job successfully, was known as QJ/WIN.

      Marquez smiled back at his partner. He still has that ice cold smile, thought Gioradze, the smile that invites you into its embrace, just as he plunges a dagger into your back.

      “Indeed,” said Marquez. “Not to mention Mexico, Brazil and Bolivia. Come, my friend, sit down. We can talk about the old times, once we have discussed our bright and prosperous future.”
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      LEOPOLDVILLE, REPUBLIC OF THE CONGO – NOVEMBER 1960

      The CIA agent QJ/WIN had arrived in Leopoldville operating under the name of Lucien LeClerc. His cover was that of a French businessman from Marseilles, who was looking to import agricultural machinery from Europe in order to assist the Congolese economy. His travel papers were valid for the next three months and in that time, he was expected to travel across the region, visiting businessmen, government ministers and local political leaders. In truth, he had no intention whatsoever of doing any of this. His real mission was much more interesting.

      He had first been recruited in the late 1950's, following a successful career as a smuggler. Two large Americans had visited him at his apartment one evening with an interesting proposition. “Thanks for agreeing to meet with us. I'm Frank and this is Tony,” said the larger and meatier-faced of the two. “I'm the guy fighting the Commies; Tony here is fighting the drug war. We have a proposal for you.”

      It had started from there. Because of his underworld contacts across Europe, especially with the Corsican and Sicilian drug gangs, he had been an excellent agent to infiltrate himself into a network involving Chinese Communist heroin that was being given freely with the clear understanding that it must be flooded into the United States. As an Agent Provocateur, Marquez had been exceptional. He had bought his way into the deal using American funds and had arranged for collection points and private transport en route. Of course it had all been a ruse and on a given date, the shipments had been intercepted by the US Coast Guard, but more importantly several of the main arterial routes into the USA had been compromised, with several others being placed under surveillance.

      Following the counter-narcotics operation, he had been approached six months later and met with an overweight, almost obese CIA man in Rome. The man looked like a disheveled drunk, but he had a confidence and swagger about him that hinted at hidden resources and tenacity. “Call me Bill,” the CIA man had said as they dined on seafood at the Restaurant Villa Venezia, a small, family run place a stone's throw from the Vatican.

      “I liked what you did for us against those Chinese commies, nice work. I'd also like to thank you for some of the potential agents you've talent spotted for us. I'm in charge of a new outfit. We deal with Executive Action, which is a bullshit euphemism for getting our hands dirty in covert operations. I think you're the type of guy that we'd like to have working with us.”

      Marquez had been put on the payroll, a nice monthly retainer and all he had to do was establish enough cover to be classed as deniable to the overt world. The Congo operation was his first mission and although he was listed as an Executive Action department agent, he would in truth be seconded to the CIA's Africa Division for the duration of the project.

      The ride from the airport into Leopoldville had brought back old memories of his time in Africa, not here in the Congo, where he was unknown, but in other regions of the Dark Continent; Chad, Nigeria, Algeria, Dakar. The smell, the noise, the heat; all gave Africa its own unique pulse. The drive through the streets did nothing to dispel any of these sensations and also confirmed what he had already been told by the CIA; the Congo was sliding slowly into a whirlwind of chaos and feudal fighting with the military on the streets and militias in the back rooms.

      Marquez had booked himself into the Intercontinental Hotel, a large, high-rise slab of concrete in the center of the city. It was the hotel of choice for businessmen, journalists and visiting VIP's. He left his suitcase in the room and immediately ordered a taxi from the hotel reception. His first port of call was to be his briefing with the CIA station chief, Deakin. The venue was a one-bedroom apartment in Binza, a suburb of Leopoldville and one of the many safe-houses the Agency kept for covert meetings. The knock on the door and code phrase gained him entrance to the inner sanctum of the safe-house.

      “You clean? No surveillance on you, they're pretty easy to spot. They trail around together like a bunch of virgins at a frat party.” Deakin was the archetypical CIA case officer thought Marquez, young, sleek and a smooth operator. They made themselves comfortable with Deakin playing the host and pouring the drinks; coffee, black and strong.

      “So, Langley wants me to give you the edited version of events here and then brief you on your mission while you're in country.” Deakin lit a Camel cigarette and relaxed back into his chair, readying himself to deliver the intelligence briefing.

      “What we have here in the RC is a four-act play with the main power players – Kalonji, Lumumba, Tshombe and Mobutu – all ready to slit each other's throats to gain the high seat. Mobutu rules here in Leopoldville, Kalonji has South Kasai, Tshombe has control of the mining franchise in Katanga and is backed by the Belgians and their mercenaries, and finally, there is Lumumba and his clique who have set up an enclave in Stanleyville. We have tribal, financial and political factions, all armed and all willing to take the country to the brink of chaos in order to get what they want. You with me so far?”

      “Of course,” said Marquez. “Although it sounds like most African 'democracies' these days.”

      “It is, you're absolutely right, but it's our job to ensure that as few countries as possible don't topple to the commies and the word from high command in Washington is that the Republic of the Congo is to be saved at all costs, even if that means rescuing it from itself. Since the summer, Washington has been in a tailspin about how to go about securing this country. The main threat for the USA and the West comes from Lumumba. He seems to have communist backing and the theory is that if he continues to hold high office, it will pave the way for a Communist takeover. The Agency cannot allow that to happen.”

      “Which is where I come in,” prompted Marquez.

      “That's right. We want you to see if it's possible to penetrate Lumumba's entourage. We've tried to deal with him over the past few months; negotiation, bribes, political concessions, but it seems he's either very much his own man or is in the back pocket of Moscow. We have our sights on the Chief of the Army, Mobutu. Washington thinks he is a man we can work with. Lumumba needs to be removed, to give Mobutu a clear run.”

      “So, the rapier rather than the Claymore for this operation?” asked Marquez.

      “Yes, a subtle approach is always preferable. We want you to get under his skin, gain his trust and then we can see about removing him.”

      “And this is sanctioned by Washington?” Marquez didn't want to be left out in the cold if the operation went sour.

      “The best I can tell you is that this operation is officially unofficial. Don't worry about it yet; just get close to the target first.”

      Marquez noted Deakin's pause and his non-committal reply. Was the CIA man not giving him the whole picture, perhaps retaining some operational piece of information? Spies! Who knew how their little minds worked? “Alright, where do I start?”

      “There is a man who works for Lumumba, name of Patrick Kivwa, a political fixer and lawyer here in Leopoldville; he transcends the Congolese players and the Europeans. He handles the money and arranges meetings. We have heard that they are in need of financial support, after all counter-coups don't come cheap. They certainly wouldn't entertain an approach from an American businessman looking to bring wealth into the country. We rather screwed up our pitch there.”

      “But a French citizen looking to trade with a new government… yes, I see. Very good, I like it,” said Marquez.

      “Exactly,” said Deakin. “Langley says we can have up $100,000 to get them interested and get an asset inside. So that's your start point.”

      “And once either I or a sub-agent can gain access to Lumumba, then what?”

      “Kill him. No fucking about. Langley and Washington may dress it up with all kinds of euphemisms, but the short version is we want him dead.”

      “Silenced pistol. Explosion, what?” asked Marquez, eager to work out how he would be able to do it.

      “Again, something subtler is in order. We have at our disposal a chemical agent that we would like you, or your nominee, to administer. The toxin is designed to be administered to Lumumba orally through food, perhaps at a dinner party.”

      Ah, thought Marquez, poison. The oldest of the assassin tricks.
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      Marquez had to wait three days before he could hold his initial meeting with Lumumba's man. Deakin had given him a contact number and told him to call at a certain time of day. The man who answered the phone spoke in a high pitched, excitable whine. Marquez introduced himself by his cover name of LeClerc and gave an outline of his proposal.

      “Mmm, come to my office later today. We can talk in more detail face-to-face,” said Kivwa.

      Kivwa's office was on the second floor of a commercial block in the business district. The office looked out onto a street filled with cafes and taxi cabs; the canopy of the building was shielding them from the worst of the sun. The man himself was a giant, whose physical dimensions were only just being held in check by a tailored, three-piece suit. He was greying and weary.

      “So, you French want to take over our country, is that it? You have more colonial aspirations, Monsieur LeClerc. Agricultural machinery! Do you expect me to believe that?”

      Marquez held up his hands in mock surrender. In order to gain access to this man's principal, he felt it best to be honest with the Congolese lawyer, or as honest as his cover story would allow him to be. “It is true, I did use that story in order to gain some credibility and to get you to meet with me. I also represent interests in European banking who are keen to assist with the mining and development of minerals included; copper, gold and diamonds. I have been authorized to make a proposal to your principal.”

      Kivwa laughed. “But you are already too late my friend, Tshombe and his Belgian dogs already have that market under control.”

      Marquez nodded in understanding. “My people in Europe believe that Patrice Lumumba would be a much better option for everyone concerned. We believe that he is a man who could unite the country and bring back stability.”

      Kivwa moved the papers on his desk to one side and leaned forward to make his point. “My friend, Lumumba is for all purposes, a hunted man. He cannot move freely without risk to himself. He is currently under house arrest. Where would he go and how would he get there?”

      “I have the authority from my patrons to offer him protection in Europe as a guest; we can guarantee it.” Marquez watched Kivwa closely. The man was unsure how to react. Perhaps his pitch had come in too sharply, too sudden?

      “Umm… I do not know about this. I will need to consult directly with Lumumba. Where can I contact you?”

      Marquez gave him the name of his hotel and the direct number to his room.

      “I will contact you when I have spoken to Lumumba, but I have to tell you honestly that I think you are wasting your time,” said Kivwa.
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      Marquez had no choice but to return to his hotel and wait. He checked his watch, discovering it was sundown. Time for a drink, he thought. He turned around and headed straight for the bar, a group of journalists checking in at reception. They looked like modern-day versions of colonial adventurers, coming to take the Dark Continent by storm, except this time, instead of rifles they were armed only with cameras and tripods.

      The bar was quiet and wouldn't start to fill up for another half an hour. He pulled up one of the stools and leaned forward against the bar. The barman made his way over, a glass already in his hand. “Mon Dieu, I need a drink, a large one, a Ricard. It's been a hell of a day,” said Marquez.

      “Make that two,” a voice said from behind him.

      Marquez turned and looked down to find a small bullet of a man, beaming a huge smile in his direction. He looked him over with a closer eye. There was something not quite right about the man's appearance; it was like trying to decipher an optical illusion.

      The man was dressed in a summer business suit, the type that seemed to be so fashionable these days, and he had a thin narrow nose and suntanned features. Marquez would have described him as ordinary and peasant-like. But there were two things which set him apart, that didn't quite fit. First was the hair. It was obviously a toupee, an excellent one certainly, you could hardly see the join, but still a hairpiece – of that there was no doubt. Secondly was the scar that ran the length of his cheek. No accident, a scar like that, in that location it could only have come from being cut with a knife. A duel or a fight, perhaps? Marquez wondered who had won the encounter; the unknown knifer or this tough-looking European.

      “You are new in town,” said Scarface.

      “A few days ago. I'm Lucien LeClerc.”

      “Franz Donner,” said the man, holding out his hand.

      “German?”

      “Austrian, but it amounts to the same thing these days to most people. What are you doing here in Leopoldville? Business or pleasure?”

      Marquez laughed. “I wouldn't have thought there was much pleasure to be had in the Congo's current state. Business. The company I work for is trying to cut a deal with the Government. We sell farm equipment.”

      The little Austrian laughed. “Whoa, there's no money in that around here my friend. Jules, two more drinks here, we're both dry as the scrubland.” The last was directed to the bartender, who swiftly brought them two beers. The Austrian settled himself into the chair next to his new friend. “Now, the big money in this part of the world is in arms and ammunition. If you can supply those, you can make a killing in a place like this. No pun intended.”

      “Is that what you do here? Gunrunning?”

      Donner shook his head and smiled. “Not at all, I'm new here myself. I've only been here a few weeks. I run a small shop in town, selling cameras and photographic equipment. I get a lot of business from journalists.”

      Marquez nodded, more out of politeness than appreciation of the man's business acumen. On the whole it seemed a strange place to open up a new business for a European, but in his time he had met all kinds of strange people, with even stranger ideas. They chatted for another hour, each giving a somewhat sparse account of themselves. They were both of a certain type; adventurers, players of a great game, eager to make a difference, but both motivated by money. Mercenaries. Well dressed and cultured certainly, but mercenaries all the same, if only of the commercial type.

      “What do you make of all the Russians here?” asked Donner.

      Marquez sipped his drink and shrugged. “To be honest, I haven't seen many of them, certainly haven't spoken to them. Why? Have you had problems with them?”

      Donner sneered. “The Russians are always a problem, no matter where in the world you go. They were welcomed here by that fool, Lumumba. I think that he will live to regret it… or maybe he won't.”

      Marquez cocked his head curiously. Maybe this conversation with the Austrian might prove useful, he thought. He decided to press the topic further, after all, who knew where it might lead. “Why? Do you know something that the rest of us don't? Lumumba is certainly unpopular in certain quarters, but my reading of it is that if he could rally enough support from his people he could regain power.”

      Donner shrugged, “Possibly, but if that happened, he would open the gates of the city and the USSR would simply walk right into Africa. Think about it. No more free trade, a semi-communist state, no room for European investors. All Soviet owned.”

      Marquez nodded. “But what can we do Franz, we are after all, only small businessmen. We don't have the means to pressure the Soviet Union, unfortunately.”

      “Maybe not directly. But if you are interested in helping the people here, there are things that can be done to at least halt its takeover in its tracks. Practical things, things that happen on the ground. Things that would benefit European businessmen like you and me.”

      Then it occurred to Marquez that this tough-looking little man actually imagined that he was trying to recruit him! If it hadn't been so amusing, he might have taken offence. Marquez looked at the Austrian with new eyes.

      “I could use a man like you. I see it in your eyes, Lucien – beneath that veneer you are a man unafraid of action. I am in touch with people who are disgusted at the way these communists are treating Africa and its peoples, by putting up their puppets in the seat of power.”

      Marquez drained the last of his drink. “There will always be people who revel in power, mon ami, it has always been that way.”

      “Of course, of course, but these friends of mine have taken it upon themselves to act, to stop the rot that is ruining the Congo.”

      “Who are they?” Marquez asked curiously.

      Donner considered this man carefully. Could he trust him? He was a European after all and his brief was to organize and run an assassination unit, ready to act at a moment's notice to bring down whichever of the players the Americans saw fit to eliminate as a contender to power over the Congo. “Not here. Too many ears here and none of them trustworthy. What about a nightcap at the Numero Dix nightclub? Do you know it?”

      Marquez shook his head.

      “It is run by a Corsican tough guy; it would be a good place for us to talk more, no disturbances and most of the clientele are discreet, plus the girls are very accommodating.”

      They took a taxi and arrived at the Numero Dix, a large, expensively furnished bar, five minutes' drive away from the Intercontinental. It was dark inside, with glass and chrome in abundance, giving it a sinister edge. Marquez was aware of exotically-dressed waitresses flirting with several patrons. They found a booth, ordered drinks and only then did the Austrian begin to speak.

      “I'm sorry about all the cloak and dagger, but there are certain places in this city where you feel secure and some that you don't, especially when discussing matters of life and death.”

      “No problem. And are we? Discussing life and death, I mean?”

      The Austrian huddled in close, their conversation, murmured, would be lost in the noise and bustle of the nightclub. “Not initially, but things can change fast. I'm putting together a team, a team of useful individuals who can be ready to act at a moment's notice. A team willing to do whatever's necessary, even getting their hands dirty. Does that bother you?”

      Marquez shook his head; he knew what the man meant, but thought it best to play down his emotions. “Not so far. Although I'm not sure in what way I can help. I have no experience of combat,” he lied.

      “Not everything has to be about combat. There are other ways that you could help the team I have; passing messages, moving equipment, watching an address, perhaps even giving us a piece of information that you have come across. Obviously we wouldn't expect you to do it for free. Three hundred American dollars a month to start with, more if special jobs come up.”

      Donner didn't say what 'special jobs' involved, but Marquez guessed it was the type of job involving sub-machine guns and a human target. He pulled out a huge roll of Belgian Francs, tore a half a dozen from the pile and pushed them over to Marquez. “Don't decide now; think it over, there's no hurry. We'll call this a payment for taking up your valuable time. Questions?”

      Marquez had several but thought it better to stick to the obvious one first, if nothing else, to see how professional this spy was. He decided to approach it in a half humorous, half curious way. “These, 'friends' of yours – who are they? Not locals, I assume. Is this for a foreign government? Are you a spy, Franz?”

      The little Austrian gave a cursory look around the nightclub to make sure they hadn't been overheard. When he returned Marquez's gaze, he was smiling. “Come, my friend, I can neither confirm nor deny your conclusions.”

      “But Franz, at least give me an inkling who would be paying my wages. If I'm to risk my life, I've a right to have a rough idea who I'm risking it for.”

      Donner nodded in sympathy and Marquez could see that he was working out how much to tell his potential 'sub-agent'.

      “Okay, what I can tell you is that I represent a modern nation that has seen the error of its ways since the Second World War. They are a country reborn, despite their recent difficulties and they feel that helping a nation in trouble, such as this one, will bring them back into the fold and gain the trust of their former enemies. I think that gives you enough clues as to who our supporters are.”

      Marquez was impressed with the pitch; he even bought part of it. Donner was giving all the clues to point towards West Germany, but experience had told him that the Germans had enough to worry about, rather than concerning themselves with a flyspeck in Africa. No, things didn't add up and would need further investigating. “I will need time, as you say. Don't worry Franz, I will be discreet, but I need to think on this proposition.”

      The Austrian looked at him, full of false bonhomie. “Of course, my friend, of course. We are men of the world and I wouldn't expect anything less than for you to be cautious. But I sense hidden depths in you, Luc. There is more to you than meets the eye.”
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      Marquez arrived back at his hotel an hour later. He had walked, enjoying the cool night air and besides, it had given him time to clear his head and correlate his thoughts. He wasn't drunk, far from it despite the amount of cheap alcohol he'd imbibed. But he needed to place the information from the night's encounter in some semblance of order.

      There was always a sense of unreality about being on a mission. It didn't matter who it was for – the underworld, the Nazi's, French, Belgians or Americans – there was always that strange, out of body experience, as if the rules didn't apply when you were part of the secret world. He had felt it before and he would no doubt feel it again until he stopped with this strange business he had chosen as his own.

      He stood in the darkness of his hotel room and stared out at the nighttime cityscape which greeted him. Large pockets of darkness, interspersed with small jewels of light, but further out in the distance the overpowering blackness of Africa.

      Marquez focused his attention on a small area west of the city. Somewhere out there, a man was settling down for the evening, perhaps reading or writing some notes for his next speech or press release. The man was his target. He would find this target and he, Marquez, would ultimately be the cause of the man's demise.
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      “I think someone was trying to recruit me the other day,” said Marquez.

      Deakin had picked him up outside the Botanical Gardens, on the thoroughfare fifteen minutes' walk away from the Intercontinental. It was busy enough that no one would have noticed the foreigner slip quickly into the passenger seat of the anonymous black sedan the American was driving. “Really. Who?”

      “He says he's an Austrian, name of Franz Donner. He says he's trying to set up a camera shop business here in Leopoldville, which has to be the worst cover I've ever heard.”

      Deakin laughed, he had heard worse in his time, certainly, but had to agree that a photographic business in chaos-driven Congo was a bit like trying to sell inflatable rafts in a desert. It was pointless. The Congolese had bigger things to be concerned about than cameras. “So what makes you think he's a spy?”

      “He talked about the new resistance against the communists in the Congo. He claims that he's part of a group of Europeans who are ready to take up arms against the communist leaders here. I assume he's talking about Lumumba. He says he has a team at his disposal, ready to do some killing.”

      “A hit-team! He's trying to recruit you to be part of a hit-team?” laughed Deakin. “Oh, the irony.”

      But Marquez could see Deakin's mind ticking over, weighing up the information and seeing if it could benefit him. They were heading out toward the fringes of the city, so Deakin turned the car around and started to drive back to its interior.

      Like most intelligence officers, he felt comfortable in the hustle and bustle of a city. You were less exposed and more vulnerable to being spotted by a canny surveillance team.

      “So tell me about him,” said the CIA man.

      Marquez thought carefully for a moment. “He looks like an operative, despite his attempts to disguise it. He's small, tough talking, looks as if he could handle himself in a fight. He says he's from Austria but his accent is all over the place. It might fool the locals here, but he's no Austrian, there's a touch of a French accent hidden away in there somewhere, it flits from one dialect to the other as if he doesn't have control of his own voice. He hinted that he was working for the Germans. Who knows, it might even be true.”

      “Where did you meet?”

      “The bar of my hotel, surprisingly enough! We got chatting, had a few drinks and then decided to go for a drink at The Numero Dix. It was then that he pitched his assassination team idea. If you want my opinion, based on my own experience, I would say he looks like a mercenary who was given an intelligence operation.”

      “Okay, leave it with me, I'll check him out see if his name rings any alarm bells back at Langley. Keep him on the dangle, okay? Encourage him, see what you can find out, but don't commit yourself to anything,” suggested Deakin, steering the car back onto the main road.

      “Understood,” said Marquez.

      They passed an open-backed military truck, carrying a dozen soldiers with all their weapons on show. Both men tensed until it had passed them. Deakin kept an eye on the truck in the rear view mirror until it disappeared from view. “That's Mobutu's boys, flexing their muscles. Now, to other business. The target. How's that going?”

      “So far, excellent. The go-between is arranging a meeting, where and when is still to be decided. It's a case of sitting and waiting it out.”

      “But they seemed keen? They bought the story you fed them?”

      “They appeared to. I would guess that they're trying their best to check out my bona fides.”

      Deakin laughed. “Good luck with that one. They'll hit a wall. No, I think curiosity and the fact that they can feel the proverbial noose tightening around their necks will bring them around. Now, to one other piece of business.”

      Marquez perked up. The waiting game over the past few days was beginning to take its toll on him. Spying, he knew was a game of patience, but sometimes he just yearned for the thrill of action.

      “I have a couple of gifts for you, or more accurately for our friend the target. An asset from Langley brought them in directly to the Embassy today. Do you understand?”

      Marquez nodded. This 'asset' was evidently someone from the CIA's Technical Services Division, bringing in the chemical agent that was to be used against Lumumba.

      “Good,” said Deakin. “Open the glove compartment.”

      Marquez opened it and found a tube of ordinary-looking toothpaste. The brand name was 'Gleamer', a generic title from a fictitious company. There was also a loaded Colt. 45 semi-automatic.

      “The pistol's for you, keep it with you at all times more for personal protection than anything else. You can't be too careful around these parts. The toothpaste is for our friend. Looks normal right? Well, it isn't so don't you go touching it, or be tempted to brush your teeth with it,” said Deakin.

      Marquez slipped the tube back into its cardboard container and placed it in his inside jacket pocket.

      “It's odourless and untraceable to most toxicology tests,” said Deakin. “At least, anything that the people in this part of the world would be able to find. A pea-sized amount is enough to kill him.”

      “How does it work?”

      “It attacks the respiratory system, then the heart; the target will be dead within twelve hours, so I've been led to believe. You had any ideas about how to administer it to the target?”

      Marquez shook his head. “Not yet, it's too early to say. I'll know more once I've had my first meeting. Possibly as a gift parcel from my supposed principals in Europe. Failing that, I'll have to see if anyone in Lumumba's entourage is susceptible to a bribe and introduce it that way.”

      Deakin liked that plan. If the poisoned toothpaste was going to be the method of assassination, they were the most likely scenarios to ensure its success. “Good,” he said. “After that, all our problems will be over.”
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      The phone call to his hotel room came early the next morning. It was Patrick Kivwa, Lumumba's go-between and legal advisor. His voice sounded tinny and under stress. “The meeting is on, later today. A driver will pick you up in front of your hotel at midday. Bring your passport with you, so that the guards will let you through. You have one hour to talk. After that, the driver will take you back to the hotel.”

      Promptly at 11.55am, Marquez stood and waited in the baking sun to take the journey to finally meet his target. The car was a 1960 Lincoln Limousine and the driver was a young, smartly dressed man who gave his name as Samuel.

      Since being deposed in September, Lumumba had been under house arrest at his former official residence on the outskirts of Leopoldville. The Prime Minister's residence was an ornate colonial affair set in well-manicured grounds. The United Nations protection team manned a permanent guard and brooded over this unwelcome task. Guarding a target for political assassination was not a task they welcomed.

      The car arrived at the residence twenty minutes later and Marquez was greeted at the entrance by Kivwa before being whisked through the reception area, up the main stairs and into the private office of Patrice Lumumba. Lumumba, dressed casually in a dark shirt and light cotton pants, came forward to meet him. Marquez thought he looked like a Sunday school teacher, rather than a politician engaged in an African coup-counter-coup conspiracy.

      “Monsieur LeClerc, I am Patrice Lumumba, please sit so that we can be comfortable while we speak.” Marquez took in the man's face; bespectacled, somber, honorable. There was a lot to like about this man, Marquez sensed.

      “I understand that you are a representative of certain outside interests. At least, that is what Patrick has told me, is that not correct? How can I help?” said Lumumba.

      Marquez settled himself. This was probably going to be the highest risk pitch of his career. He knew there was going to be no middle ground; either Lumumba would believe every word and welcome him with open arms, or he would be cast out and the operation, at least from his end, would be over. He cleared his throat and looked the man square in the eyes.

      “Prime Minister, I will be open with you and will not waste either your time or mine. I am but a messenger for a group of individuals who are sympathetic to your country's situation. We hope that you will give us an opportunity to help you.”

      Lumumba inclined his head; “Monsieur, I am a reasonable man and will gladly listen to all voices of reason. But please tell me, who are these people you represent. Is it the French, the British, or please God, not the Americans again!”

      Marquez shook his head. “No, not the Americans,” he lied. “We are subtler than that. Although I understand that you have had unhappy dealings with the USA.”

      Lumumba cast his hands in the air, in a motion of exasperation. “Oh, the Americans are fools. They think of me as 'Moscow's man', but that is far from the case. Yes, I have accepted assistance from the Russians – why not? But I am not their puppet. I am my own man; I make my own allegiances. The Russians serve a purpose for now, but this country will never be a communist state. Not if I have my way.”

      “And the Russians, do they know this?”

      “The Russians can believe what they want. They assume that I am just as corrupt as my rivals here. But I am in no way like them. Kalonji is ineffective as a leader, he will do whatever he thinks people want. That is not leadership, it is weakness. How can he hope to rule the RC when he can't even rule himself? Tshombe has been bought by the Belgians and their mercenaries. He is venal. As for Mobutu; the Americans believe that they can control him, which makes them even more foolish than I first thought. The General is a dictator in waiting.”

      “So what could you offer your people?” prompted Marquez, genuinely curious to know what made this man tick.

      For the first time Lumumba seemed angry, affronted by his visitor's remark. “I have only the need to serve my people, to carry them through this crisis and give them a country they can be proud of. I have no wish to be anyone's puppet, but even I recognize that in this war of words between the west and the east, small countries like mine can be seen as mere pawns on a chess board.”

      “I may have a third option, one that removes the Russians from the equation,” suggested Marquez. Lumumba watched him carefully as if deciding whether to listen, or have him thrown out of the building.

      “We can get you to Stanleyville; there you can gather in -country support before a quick flight out of the country, a meeting with my principals, and then return to your base to remove your opponents.”

      “And you are doing this out of the goodness of your heart, you and your leaders?”

      “No, Prime Minister we are not. I know we are not; you know we are not. My people are businessmen. We have spotted a commercial opportunity to help, nothing more.”

      “Ha, oh, so easy for you,” mocked Lumumba. Then his face set in stone as his mind turned to the serious business of money and what it could achieve. “And of the Congo's natural resources, what of them? Raped and pillaged, no doubt.”

      Marquez shook his head. Give him what he wants, tell him what he wants to hear and then reel him in. “No. Businessmen and corporations are there for a profit certainly, but we are not governments and politicians who want to control and decimate. We would want the vast majority of the Congo's resources to be used to benefit the peoples of this nation; the money that my investors would make would be marginal by comparison. We are not the Belgian's after all; we are pragmatists and humanists.”

      “But where is the profit for them in that!”

      “Monsieur, even a small percentage of profits can be worth billions to the right people. We can supply engineers, surveyors; public relations people, a whole range of assistants who can make the Congo a stable proposition with Patrice Lumumba guiding his people. Imagine returning Katanga and South Kasai back into the fold of the Republic.”

      “It sounds almost too good to be true,” said Lumumba.

      “It could happen. I can get you to Stanleyville within twenty-four hours. By the end of the week, you can be in a safe European country, meeting with the consortium that I represent; serious men, practicable men, men who want to assist you in your struggle. By the end of the month, we can turn the tide of this crisis in your favor and we can start to re-build the Congo.”

      Lumumba's eyes glazed over, almost as if he was in the depths of a dream. Then he turned his gaze to Marquez. “You are very persuasive, LeClerc. I will think on your proposal, Monsieur. Kivwa will be in touch. Thank you for your time.”
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      Marquez spent the next few days waiting, sweating and drinking. It was the way the game was played. You weren't paid for the final action; you were paid for waiting around for your contact to get in touch.

      It was more tiring than actually killing the target. He just hoped he'd done enough and that his story, while not believed totally, was at least plausible enough to keep the target interested.

      He stayed close to his hotel in case an emergency message came through from Lumumba's people. He ventured to the bar and ate in the restaurant, but didn't come into contact with the little Austrian spy. At this point in the proceedings, Marquez imagined that this was a good sign. The last thing he needed this deep into an operation like this was a rival spy, poking his nose around.
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      They came for him as he was approaching the Intercontinental. He had been to visit an acquaintance who he had been trying to recruit; a Yugoslav Air-Force pilot who was here teaching the Congolese military how to fly. The meeting had seemed to go well, the pilot had appeared interested in helping and had gladly taken the 'expenses' which had been offered to him. Yes, Donner was sure he would make a good agent for his little 'unit'.

      An old, rusty, green-colored camper van pulled up when he was within twenty feet of the door to the foyer. The first he knew of it, was when his arms were pinned from either side by an enormous set of hands; two left, two right. They lifted him off his feet; he barely had time to shout before someone else had grabbed both his legs and he found himself being carried like a rolled up carpet.

      Donner did what he always did in physical situations like this; he fought back. If he'd had a weapon he would have drawn it, used it and to hell with the consequences. But he didn't and the punch to the stomach took the wind right out of him, but it was the elbow to his temple that not only stunned him, but finished the fight.

      Through a haze he heard the roller doors of the camper van slide open and he was thrown deep into the darkness of the van's interior. Then bodies, three, four, five large and strong, piled in and began to handcuff his wrists and ankles.

      The doors slid shut and the engine was gunned. He felt the weight of his abductors holding him down until they were satisfied he was secured.

      The whole snatch had taken less than a minute, and the faux Austrian Franz Donner had, to all intents and purposes, disappeared off the face of the earth.
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      The knock at his hotel door came just after he'd returned from his evening meal in the hotel's restaurant. It was Deakin and he looked like a man who had only hours to live. “I've got some news, not much of it good,” he said.

      They sat perched on the end of the bed. Marquez poured them both a Cognac and Deakin took a slug and beckoned for a refill. “Okay, I'll speak fast. Time is of the essence here.”

      Marquez wondered if things had taken a dramatic turn, possibly even a dangerous turn, and that was why the American was so furious.

      “The Austrian that you said tried to recruit you does work for an intelligence service – he works for our intelligence service. There's a turf war going on in Langley, between Africa Division and Executive Action and we're caught in the center of it all. Those assholes manning a desk in Langley didn't see fit to let me into the knowledge that I had another operative working on my patch, I mean fuck, I'm only the goddamned Chief of Station in this cesspit, what do I know?” ranted Deakin.

      So that's what has angered him, thought Marquez; the fact that his bosses have kept him out of the loop. It was understandable given the circumstances.

      Deakin drained his glass and put it rim down, gambler style, on the bedside table. “He's here on a similar mission to yours. Lumumba is his target, same as yours. He's a former French mercenary by the name of David Gioradze. He's wanted for attempted murder, bank robbery and gunrunning. His Agency name is ROGUE.”

      “So what's changed?”

      “Things have taken a turn and our 'other' agent here Mr. ROGUE, has only gone and gotten himself lifted by the security police. Word is that they don't know who he is, or what he's up to. At least not yet anyway, but knowing the methods that they use here, it won't take long for him to spill.”

      “Why did they lift him? What tipped them off?”

      “Apparently, my source in the security service says that ROGUE was snitched on by a Yugoslav Air Force pilot who he had attempted to recruit for some kind of intelligence work. Probably something to do with this assassination team he was trying to put together. The guy's a yo-yo and without doubt the worst spy I've ever had the misfortune to come across.”

      Marquez thought back to the man's crass attempt to recruit him. No wonder he'd come to the attention of the police.

      “It's been told to me in no uncertain terms by the geniuses in Langley that I have to arrange to get him out of jail. I may need your help with this,” said Deakin.

      Marquez nodded. “Of course, if I can.”

      “We also want to bring the Lumumba thing forward. Forget about the chemical agent, we're trying a different tack. Do you think you could persuade him to leave his compound?”

      Marquez frowned. He didn't like it. This operation was fast spiraling down into chaos and he was being asked to do things over and above his original orders. Control of the mission was being lost, fast. He breathed out softly to calm himself. “It is certainly possible. In fact, we have already discussed it at our initial meeting. It will depend on whether he thinks I'm serious or not. Put it this way, luring him out of his residence is a much more viable option than using that ridiculous poisoned toothpaste you gave me.”

      Deakin let out a howl of laughter, slapping his knees as if he'd just heard the best joke of his life. “Well now, on that one I grant you, it was a little comedy of errors. Okay, what can we do to make Lumumba bite? What is the one thing that he wants?”

      “That's easy. To be taken seriously, to have an influence on the world's stage.”

      “And how do we do that?”

      “Simple. Give him a signal that an influential politician outside of Africa is keen to meet with him. Someone who is accepted by both sides of the conflict,” suggested Marquez.

      “Perfect, that sounds like the final bit of bait to get him to leave the safety of his compound. A personal letter should do it, signed by the man in question. I have a very good forger on staff who should be able to rig something up.”

      “And then?”

      “And then he's fair game. Shot while trying to escape in the time honored tradition of escaped prisoners the world over. You lure him out, isolate him and then hand him over to Mobutu's men. Job done.”

      Marquez thought it over. It could work, but he still had the thorny issue of the 'other' CIA agent, languishing somewhere in a prison cell. Despite his misgivings about – what was his name? Gioradze, that was it. As a spy, Marquez actually liked and admired the gutsy little fighter. “Okay,” he said, “but I have some suggestions first, conditions, to be more precise.”

      “Alright, shoot,” said Deakin, who found the idea of an agent telling his case officer how to run an operation almost comical.

      Marquez spoke for five minutes without interruption and laid out a plan that would ensure that their erstwhile colleague, the other agent known as ROGUE was freed and the Lumumba situation was brought to a swift conclusion, and all for a fraction of their operating budget.

      “It's good, I like it,” said Deakin. “It covers all our bases, gets our man out and finishes the target off. Plus, we also get to send a little warning signal to the security police, let them know who the boss is here.”
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      That same night, in a different part of Leopoldville, former Prime Minister Patrice Lumumba was taking an evening stroll in the gardens of the official residence.

      He enjoyed these nocturnal moments of solitude, listening to the night's insects and animals vocalizing their existence. It gave him time to ponder, calmly and meditatively, on the situation he had found himself in. He looked over at the United Nations troops who were on permanent watch outside the property. Were they protectors or prison guards, he sometimes wondered.

      One thing he was sure of was that the status quo couldn't continue indefinitely. Somewhere along the line, and sooner rather than later, he would have to decide his own fate and make a stand. A stand for right or wrong, he thought, even if it means risking my own life. He turned and called back into the residence, shouting the name of his personal assistant. The middle aged aide came running, his hands smoothing out his shirt as if he was on a parade ground. “Oui, Monsieur le Premier Ministre.”

      “Cyrille, could you telephone Monsieur Kivwa for me and pass him a message. Tell him to contact the Frenchman. I would like to accept his proposal and meet with his principals.”

      Cyrille accepted the message without comment, turned and made his way back inside to complete his errand. Lumumba turned back to the UN guards; they were still there in place, pacing, watching. If this 'escape' plan was to work, he would need to circumvent the soldiers outside the residence. Not only the UN, but also Mobutu's secret police who, he was sure, had the place under surveillance.

      Was he sure this was the right thing to do? Perhaps he could make a deal with the others to go into exile and live a happy life with his family?

      But Lumumba knew better. That was not the way that rivalries were settled in the Congo. There was no middle ground of exile, only victory or death at the hands of a sword. He just hoped the Frenchman was everything he claimed to be. What choice do I have, he thought, except to put my life in his hands?
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      The call connected to the Security Police headquarters. A series of clicks as the operators switched the plug from one port to the other, a crackle and then a voiced rumbled, “Hello?”

      “This is Deakin, from the American Embassy, can I speak with Major Koroma please?”

      “Hello, Mr. Deakin, I am Major Pierre Koroma, how can I help you today?”

      “Major I am told that you are the man I should speak to. You can make things happen. I am speaking here on a matter of urgency and discretion. You know which organization I work for, I assume?”

      “Of course, Mr. Deakin, we have great respect for your organization,” said Koroma smoothly.

      Yeah, plus you like our money too much, thought Deakin. “Major, it appears that you have something of ours. One of our people who was, I assume, mistakenly arrested. Your security people obviously didn't know who he was. We would like him back, please.”

      Deakin heard Koroma let out a long sigh. “Mr. Deakin this is a very disturbing state of affairs and something that General Mobutu would take very seriously, despite our cordial relations with the American Embassy. We are not keen on foreign agents operating on our soil.”

      “Nevertheless, Major, he belongs to us and we would like him returned.”

      “Mmm, that is difficult. I am a soldier, Mr. Deakin, I work directly for the General, but those security police animals, whilst being under his control are a law unto themselves. I am not sure how much influence I would be able to have over them,” said Koroma.

      Deakin sensed they were about to reach an impasse. He knew the play; every spy, gambler and hard-headed businessman did. They were angling for a deal; it was just a case of what deal they wanted. “Major, can I just cut to the chase. I'm a very busy man, but I think I've found a solution that could benefit everybody.”

      “Really?”

      Got you, thought Deakin. He had pricked Major Koroma's interest, now it was time to reel him in. “I can offer you five thousand US dollars for the safe release of our man.” Deakin heard the laugh. In truth, he was expecting it.

      “Mr. Deakin, five thousand would not even cover the costs incurred by the security police officials involved, it is—”

      “Excuse me, Major, but I had not finished. Thank you. As I was saying, five thousand for the release of the prisoner, plus we are in a position to hand over to you your biggest political rival. I think you know who I mean.”

      The silence was palpable. Deakin drummed his fingers on his desk. Come on, come on…

      “I know who you mean. But Mr. Deakin, Lumumba is under house arrest. He is already in our custody, of a sort,” said Koroma.

      “Major, we have information that suggests he is planning to flee the Prime Minister's residence, make his way to Stanleyville and raise a counter-force.”

      There was a moment's silence on the line as Koroma weighed up whether the American was yanking his chain. “So, at last, the snake shows his true colors… treason it is, then.”

      “Indeed. However, we have an agent on the ground who can deliver Lumumba directly to you during his 'escape.' ”

      “I see, and when is this to happen?” asked Koroma.

      “Within the next twenty-four hours. We will take care of all the arrangements. I will telephone you directly with a time and a location for the rendezvous. You, in return, will contact the security unit that has our man in custody and inform them of our deal.”

      Koroma pondered this, desperately trying to figure out the angles. Was this American playing him for a fool, or would he get the chance to be part of the capture of a traitor? “And then?” asked Koroma.

      “One of our operatives here will hand over Lumumba, directly to you personally. You will give him the location of our imprisoned agent; he will pay the guards directly and retrieve our man.”

      It sounded plausible, thought Koroma. “And we can trust you on this?”

      Deakin laughed. “You'll have to. Just wait for my phone call.” He hung up. Leave them dangling, he thought to himself, always leave them dangling.
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      On the first day of December, the assassin sat comfortably in the rear of the Lincoln limousine and watched from the window as the streets of Leopoldville passed by.

      The man was grey-haired, with a beard to match, and wore a thick pair of spectacles that covered most of his upper face. His suit was tailored and expensive. He had in his pocket a passport that identified him as one Jose Silva, a Portuguese diplomat who was assigned as a liaison official with the United Nations. The other item in his pocket was a signed personal letter to Prime Minister Patrice Lumumba from UN Secretary-General Dag Hammerskjold, stating that he wished his friend well and that he was offering his utmost support, both political and moral, in these difficult times.

      Of course the wig, beard and glasses were nothing more than stage make-up supplied by the CIA station officers. The passport and letter were also forged, once again provided by the paper experts of the Agency. Marquez knew that the work which had consumed the last month of his life would be finished within a matter of hours. He had played the game out to its natural conclusion, and barring a few detours along the way, it had pretty much gone according to plan.

      They were minutes away now from the Prime Minister's residence and he patted himself down, making sure that everything was in place. He could see the UN soldiers manning the gates and he reached inside his jacket for his passport.

      A soldier stepped forward and motioned for the driver to wind down the window. Marquez leaned forward and offered his papers for inspection; the soldier crouched down and peered in, his eyes slowly adjusting to the gloom of the interior. His eyes flicked from the passport to the man sitting in the rear of the car then back to the papers again. He handed the papers back, saluted and waved the car through the main gates. The car drove up to the main entrance and Marquez stepped out to be greeted by Kivwa. They shook hands like old friends.

      “Welcome, Senor Silva,” said Kivwa, playing out the charade for the guards to clearly hear. “Come in and have some refreshments, Samuel, go and park the car around the side.”

      The two men disappeared inside while the chauffeur reversed the Lincoln and steered it around to the servant's entrance where the car could not be seen. No sooner had the car stopped than Samuel had gotten out and opened the rear passenger door. A figure quickly moved in a crouch from the servants' door to the back seat of the Lincoln, a fleeting glance, no more, and then the door of the car was slammed shut and the figure covered itself with the thick blanket which had been provided. The heat was stifling underneath it, but he knew he only had to endure fifteen minutes or less until his escort was due to exit from the front entrance.

      Fifteen minutes later, the Portuguese diplomat shook hands with Patrick Kivwa on the steps of the residence. Underneath his breath Kivwa whispered, “Good luck, just get him out of the damned country and to safety.”

      Marquez looked the man in the eye and nodded. Almost there… almost there…

      The Lincoln pulled up and Marquez got in. The subterfuge had worked and the limousine ambled calmly past the UN guards manning the compound. “Just keep driving at a steady speed until we are out of sight,” Marquez ordered Samuel. He saw the young man nod his understanding in the rear view mirror.

      “Thank you Lucien, your assistance and bravery will not be forgotten in the new democracy,” said Lumumba. The man sighed and relaxed back into the seat, confident he had outwitted his enemies.

      “Get some rest Mr. Prime Minister, we have only a short drive to the escape plane,” reassured Marquez, as he began to remove the glasses, wig and false beard glued to his face.

      The drive continued out of the city for a further half an hour with bright streets giving way to dark roads. The time was nearly right, thought Marquez, only a few more moments to the rendezvous. He was aware of Lumumba speaking to him again. The time for the charade to end was nigh.

      “What will you do once I am in Paris, Lucien, will you perhaps visit or be a part of…”

      In one swift movement Marquez had grabbed Lumumba's head and was forcing it down to the floor with one hand while with the other he pulled out the Colt.45, pressing it to the man's temple. “Down, down…down on the floor! Try to fight and I will shoot! Get DOWN! Quiet!”

      Lumumba was no fool and knew better than to argue with an armed man. He slumped into a sullen silence.

      “Keep driving for another half a mile, you'll come to a fork in the road. That's the rendezvous; the collection party will be waiting for us,” Marquez ordered Samuel. The driver, to his credit, kept calm and guided the car along the dirt track for another few minutes. Then slowly from out of the darkness the silhouette of several military jeeps and wagons began to appear. They flashed their lights in recognition and the driver of the limousine beeped his horn to complete the code.

      The limousine slowly pulled to a halt, the driver aware of the soldiers with their fingers on the triggers of their weapons. A man stepped forward, large, in command, his outline cast against the glare of the truck's headlights.

      “I am Major Pierre Koroma.” His voice was a deep basso and rumbled. He stood composed and confident; one hand wavering near the pistol he wore on his hip. He was military, through and through.

      The door of the limousine opened and Marquez dragged out the terrified Lumumba, the gun still pressed against his temple, and forced him onto his knees between the two groups.

      “Hello, Patrice,” said the man and then waved a hand for unseen shadows to take the deposed Prime Minister away. Marquez stepped back as the guards grabbed the fallen man. He didn't even look at the doomed prisoner. For Marquez, the target was now a thing of the past, a burden he had put aside.

      “I have been asked to pass on our thanks on behalf of General Mobutu,” said Koroma.

      “Thank you.”

      “The General says that he is in your debt for this service. He says if there is anything he can do for you in the future, he will consider it an honor to help.”

      The noise of a scuffle broke out from the rear of the trucks. Marquez assumed that the ANC soldiers were having fun with the deposed politician, fun involving punches, kicks and rifle butts no doubt. Marquez turned back to Koroma. “I will remember the General's kind words. It is always useful to have a patron as wise and powerful as the General. I thank him.”

      Koroma nodded. It was good that this foreign spy should show proper respect to the General. “That is good. I also have the other piece of information that you wanted, about the kidnapping of your 'friend'. ”

      “Yes?”

      “He is being held in a warehouse out near Panza. It is a private place which belongs to the security police. He has been there for days. If you go there now, they will be told you are expected so that you can collect him.” Koroma handed Marquez a slip of paper with the address.

      “Thank you, Major.”

      “Our friends in the Security Police will also be expecting the agreed sum for the release of your friend.”

      “That is understood Major. I have the funds, five thousand dollars.”

      “Excellent,” said Koroma happily. “Then our business is complete.”

      The man stalked back to his jeep, issuing orders as he went. The engines of the convoy rumbled into life and within seconds the trucks and jeeps were a distant light down the dirt road.

      Marquez stood for a moment, breathed, and took in the coolness and tranquility of the night. The first job of the night complete, he thought, now for the rest of his chores. He walked around to the driver's window and motioned for him to open the window. “Samuel, are you alright?”

      The driver nodded, but Marquez could see his hands were shaking. He gripped the steering wheel fiercely, trying to halt the tremors. Marquez opened the door and eased him out, leaning the traumatized man against the side of the vehicle. “Relax, it is over now. You have earned your money. You would be better if you forgot everything that you saw here tonight. Come, let me give you a cigarette. Let me get my pack from the back seat.”

      The shot, when it came, shattered the night air; the sounds of the wilderness taking flight and the echoing report of the.45 caliber bullet. The sound of the body hitting the dirt at full force was negligible. Marquez stood and looked down at the body for a moment. The bullet had exploded right in the driver's eye, taking away a section of his head. Marquez moved quickly, grabbing the dead man's heels, dragging him out into the scrubland and concealing the body behind a small clump of bushes. It might take weeks before the corpse was discovered and once the wildlife and desert dogs had their fill of the flesh, identification might take even longer.
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      David Gioradze, the spy who had been operating under the pseudonym of the Austrian Franz Donner, had been sitting handcuffed to the uneven iron chair for the past five hours.

      The rusty metal of the handcuffs had worn away the skin around his wrists and the thick black hood that covered his entire head was saturated with sweat. The sweat wasn't from the temperature, but from the sheer physical effort of keeping his body under control.

      He was naked, freezing cold and bruised along the full length of his torso. He prayed they would kill him soon. His only escape from the torture, discomfort, and pain was the refuge of his own mind.

      Hide David, his mama would have said. Hide and you'll be fine. He had learned that trick well as a child when his father would come home after a meeting with the émigré group he was a part of in Paris. His father, a man with a short fuse of a temper, had taken badly to being an exile in a country which he despised. The émigrés would meet once a week in a small bar in Montmartre and the talk and the wine would flow, so that by the end of their 'political meeting' they would be fired up with patriotism, revenge, hare-brained schemes, and cheap vodka.

      By the time his father had made it home, his temper had been at boiling point and the likely target for his temper and frustration was his wife. “Hide David, papa will be home soon,” was the usual routine, and always followed by the reminder to, “Whatever you do stay in your room, don't look and cover your ears. Papa is tired, that's all it is, emotional and tired.”

      The family had 'escaped' from the ravages of the Georgian/Armenian war in 1918, when David had been no more than a year old. With distant relatives in France, Paris seemed the logical place for the family of Pytor Gioradze to seek sanctuary. The intention had been to return to Tbilisi at the end of hostilities, but no sooner had one skirmish finished than three years later the Red Army had stormed its way into Georgia. Pyotr Gioradze, a committed anti-communist, saw the writing on the wall and decided that to return to his homeland would mean repression or even death for him and his family.

      They had lived an uneventful life as exiles. His father drank himself to death and his mother lived a humble life in a two-bedroomed apartment until she finally succumbed to cancer. For David, he simply became self-sufficient and made his own way in the world working as a laborer, or in a host of other manual jobs. He didn't worry too much – he was young and without any commitments. He could do as he pleased.

      During the Second World War, he'd seen Paris being stormed by the fearful Wehrmacht, and like many young men of his time he had decided that the best way to free his adopted country was to aid the Maquis resistance fighters any way that he could. Gioradze had only been allowed on the fringes of the French resistance; running messages, moving sabotage material, surveillance of German officers, but it had given him a taste for adventure. Compared to some, he'd had a good war until 1944 when he had been captured at a Maquis safe-house during a Gestapo raid.

      He had been operating as a courier for a local sabotage network, unfortunately by 1944 the Germans were taking no prisoners, the tide of the war was going against them and mass executions were the norm. He had been held in the local secret police cells, awaiting execution and it was only when Paris fell that he was finally released by the Americans.

      After the war, he'd run with a gang of organized criminals; safe blowing and bank robberies mostly. The last job he'd been on had ended up with him being caught and doing five years in La Santé prison.

      After five years of hard stir, he'd been released and came right back out to work with his old gang. Then a fight outside a bar one night had turned sour and Gioradze had ended up killing a member of a rival gang who was trying to muscle into their patch. A knife was pulled; Gioradze was slashed across the face. In return, Gioradze simply pulled out his .38 and shot the man dead in the street. His fellow gang members got him out of Paris that very night. He headed south, determined not to go back to prison again under any circumstances. He made his way down to Sidi-bel-abbes in Algeria and signed up for the French Foreign Legion for five years.

      He made it to Corporal and had fought his way across Asia and North Africa; jungles, swamps and deserts were his battlegrounds. He liked the action, adventure and the spirit of the men he worked with. He had faced death, looked it in the eye and had retaliated at times with almost reckless abandon. At the end of his five year 'stint' Gioradze returned to Europe, looking to start a life away from the Legion and to make some serious money. He bumped into an old Legion friend in Belgium and heard that the Americans were hiring mercenaries for an operation in South-East Asia.

      Rather naively, he approached the US Embassy in Belgium in the hope of gaining a meeting with the local Military Attaché. The man on the desk simply nodded, asked him a series of questions, took his contact details, and politely told him that he would pass the information on to the relevant department. David Gioradze returned to the apartment that he was renting and went about his business. He heard no more from the Embassy. He was not unduly worried about money, he still had his savings from his time in the Legion, and if he did run short of cash, well, there was always a bank or jewelers that he could turn his attention to. He was happy to while away the days in Belgium drinking and whoring, at least for a while.

      A month later he received a letter inviting him to attend an employment interview in Germany. The letter suggested some possible work that suited his experience and skills. The name on the letterhead said 'Farthing & Co – Munich' and enclosed was a time and date and a request to 'keep all travel receipts for reimbursement purposes'.

      A week later he arrived in Munich for his job interview. He sat in a sparsely furnished office while a patrician-like German interviewed him for over an hour. “We understand that you're good with languages – French, German… Russian,” the man had said. “And that you're experienced in military matters.”

      “Is this about the job in Asia?” asked Gioradze.

      “No, we know nothing about that. We have something more important to concern ourselves with. You're the kind of man we're looking for. How do you find the idea of working in Europe? It would mean a quick stopover in another country first, just to check you out and give you a bit of training. Nothing too intense and certainly nothing you haven't done before I would imagine. We work in the acquisition of information.”

      And that had been it, the start of his career as a contract agent for the CIA. His initial mission had been as one of two agents who were to 'trail their coats' in Berlin in the hope that the KGB would pick them up, offer them some money in exchange for a trade in information. Except of course that the information, codes, actually, would be fake, but would give the Americans a chance to peek inside the Russian's code-breaking capabilities.

      The weeks' worth of training at a CIA safe-house in Maryland included the use of tradecraft, cover and secret writing. It was intense, but not difficult. The mission was a 'go'. He would be in West Berlin within twenty-four hours, he was ready and primed.

      Then the bombshell landed. The job was cancelled with just twelve hours to spare. He never knew why or what had gone wrong, only that the project had been 'dismantled' and that he was now spiked. His handler came to visit him. “We're thinking of resettling you; give you some money so that you can start again. The Europe operation's a busted flush; how do you fancy Mexico? Maybe we can use you again in the future for something. Think about it.”

      He did, and decided that Mexico would do just fine. Maybe he could get a job working armed security for some of the big Fincas owned by the growing drug gangs. It was something to think on, certainly.

      A week later as he was packing, two smart-suited Agency officers paid him a visit. They were from the CIA's Africa Division and they had yet another job offer for him. “David we have something else for you, something has come up in Africa. It's a little operation that we're keen to get involved in. It would be dangerous, I won't lie to you, but it's more your kind of thing,” suggested the senior of the two.

      He had snapped at the offer, anything was better than sitting around the CIA safe-house in Maryland staring at the ceiling, and Mexico, well, Mexico would always be there at some point in the future.

      This time he had been flown by USAF cargo plane to an ancient fort in Malta, where the Agency kept a discreet paramilitary training base for its covert operators. Two weeks' worth of demolitions, small arms and surveillance training made him feel alive and he relished the thought of becoming an 'action agent'.

      Halfway through the training his case officer came to him for a final preparation. “You'll need some cosmetic work, toupee, new identification, and a new cover. You've operated in Africa with the Legion, we don't want you running into old contacts and being caught out. Don't worry about that we'll take care of it.”

      He had flown to West Berlin and from there direct to Leopoldville. His mission was to prepare a plausible cover for himself – someone mentioned a small retail business – organize a base of operations and begin to recruit suitable personnel for a covert intelligence network and a covert action team. Armed with a bit of money, some basic information and a lot of guts, he had thrown himself into his new role of a covert operator.

      But now as he sat among the feces, blood and vomit that had spewed from his body, and with all things being equal, he wished that he had never opened that letter in Belgium and had told the CIA officers to go and royally fuck themselves.
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      It was the soft scuffing of feet on the concrete floor outside his cell that awoke him from his dream.

      He twisted his head around inside the hood, craning his neck, trying to gauge whether it was food time or beating time. Maybe it was a trick, another mock execution, or maybe this time it was going to be the real thing.

      The clank of the bolt on his cell door being retracted made him involuntarily tense his muscles, bracing himself for whatever degradation they had in mind for him this time, except that this time there was no violence, no shouting, no cold water, no rubber hoses, only silence and the occasional whisper and slow careful movements of persons'unknown. He felt the handcuffs being unlocked before he was unceremoniously lifted to his feet and told to stand. They dressed him quickly and with no grace; pants up, shirt unbuttoned, no shoes, because his shoes had been stolen over a week ago. He was clothed, but barely.

      Strong hands grabbed him from either side, fingers digging into his biceps and then he was propelled forward moving left, left, left, up some steps, right, and all the while his bare feet bearing the brunt of the stone floor. It was the air that hit him first; coolness after the stifling confines of the cell. It's an execution, he thought; firing squad in the courtyard. Best to take it outside; don't want to foul the cell with more blood and brains.

      A creak of un-oiled metal came from what he later learned was a car door being opened and he was pushed into a seat. The heat returned again. His heart was pounding now, his breath coming in rasps. Through the hood he was unsure, but he thought he could hear a muffled conversation taking place outside the car. It went on for several minutes; perhaps French, perhaps English. Again he was unsure. He heard another door open, felt the weight of another body entering the vehicle on the driver's side. An engine was gunned and the vehicle fled at speed.

      The drive went on for, he guessed, the next ten minutes or so. Say nothing, just wait until an opportunity presents itself. And then what? he reasoned. I'm beat up, exhausted, can barely walk! What good could I do?

      He felt the speed of the vehicle drop until it casually slowed to a halt. The sound of tires crunching on the rubble road told him they were out in the countryside. He felt the hood being removed slowly from his head and experienced that wonderful moment of pleasure when cool, fresh air enveloped his bruised and cut face. Slowly he opened his eyes, partially at first, aware that any bright light would hurt the one good eye which wasn't completely shut from the beatings.

      He opened it to its full aperture and saw darkness. He was in the front seat of a car, what make he didn't know, and next to him in the driver's seat was the dark shadow of a man. They were definitely out in the countryside – that much he could see; no buildings, darkness, isolation. “I'm going to turn on the courtesy light. You might want to shield your eyes for the moment,” said the dark shadow man.

      The voice was speaking in English, but was also strangely familiar. The light clicked and bathed the interior of the car in a yellow tinge. Almost immediately, insects began trying in vain to penetrate the windows.

      “How are you, my friend?”

      David Gioradze turned his head towards the man, squinting his one good eye against the light, but at the same time eager to see the face of his savior. The man was dressed impeccably, as usual, in a summer suit and silk tie, and even in this extreme heat he looked relaxed and in control. The only addendum to his normal attire was a Colt .45 tucked at an angle into his waistband. “Luc… Luc, is that you? How…”

      “Relax you're safe now, those animals have done their worst to you. They can do no more.”

      His mind whirled with surprise, confusion, mistrust and panic. Was his cover still intact? Had he told them anything of importance? He didn't think so. Those animals had been more interested in information about local forces, rather than freebooting foreigners interfering in Congolese politics. He was quite happy to give up the local agents he had managed to recruit, anything or anyone as long as he wasn't 'blown'.

      He risked another look at the man he knew as Lucien. Who was he? How was an agricultural salesman from Marseilles able to spring him from a secret police torture cell? He gathered his thoughts, took a breath and started again. “Why did you come and get me, how did you get me?” he muttered through cut and bruised lips.

      The man known as Lucien LeClerc switched off the interior light, started the engine and began to drive.

      He pressed the accelerator down to the floor, keen to reach his destination as soon as possible he tore up the road leading away from Panza. Gioradze lay back in his seat and watched in a daze as they drove further and further into the darkness. Occasionally he would close his eyes, only to jerk them open moments later to escape from the horrors of the torture cell; punching, kicking, burning and beating. It was when the knives and machetes came out that he had really screamed in terror.

      “Take it easy, just breathe. I'll tell you what I can on the way.”

      “On the way to where?” said Gioradze, the mistrust in his voice evident.

      “Don't worry, I didn't rescue you from one torture cell to take you to another. There's a makeshift airstrip not far from here. A private plane is waiting for us.”

      “Thank, thank you.” He felt a wave of relief wash over him; he might even get to see the end of the day without being murdered. “How did you get me out?”

      Marquez nodded. “It wasn't that difficult. The hardest part was finding out where you had been taken. I knew that you'd been lifted after leaving the hotel. After that, well, a serious bribe into the right pockets helped smooth your release. They said that you would be returned unharmed. Obviously they lied. How was it?”

      “I don't want to talk about it… it was rough… the bastards.”

      “Seems reasonable, I don't blame you. If it helps, I left them a little present inside the briefcase containing the ransom money.” A smile touched the corners of Marquez's mouth.

      Gioradze looked at him quizzically. His friend Lucien looked back at him with a cold smile, a callous smile. “The case is lined with plastique. On a timer, the moment they spring open the lock well, let's just say that they'd better spend that money soon. I'm just sorry that we couldn't see the explosion. It's the very least I could do; we do, after all, have something in common.”

      A confused look crossed the little man's face. Lucien leaned in closer and whispered; “We have the same employer, David.”

      There was a pause as Gioradze began to work out exactly what the man meant. “What…the Americans…but how?”

      Marquez shrugged as if it was a matter of no concern. “Different departments employ us certainly, but it amounts to the same. We both do the Agency's dirty work. Your Agency codename is ROGUE. In truth you are David Gioradze, former soldier, mercenary and bank robber, according to the local CIA man at the Embassy who briefed me. Is that correct?”

      Gioradze leaned back in the seat and nodded.

      “Well then, allow me to introduce myself, my true self should I say. I am Juan Raul Marquez, Agency cryptonym, WIN.”

      “Two CIA operators in the same place, but the odds of us meeting must be huge!”

      “Really, do you think so? The CIA is nothing if not prolific and does tend to scatter its money and its agents profusely. I was sent here on one mission, you were sent here to do a different one, but we are both of the same ilk. It isn't that surprising that we would come into contact eventually, Europeans in a strange land do tend to gravitate towards each other.”

      Gioradze let the implication of the night's events sink in.

      “Besides, I recognized you for what you are straight away; a spy, like me. Your rather embarrassing attempt to 'recruit' me only confirmed it,” teased Marquez.

      Gioradze began to cough and wheeze, the sucking of the air into his lungs was no longer to help him breathe, it was to give out great bellows of laughter. “Oh… that… is so… good! Of all the people to try to recruit and it turns out to be a fellow agent… well, that's my contract with the Yankees over and done with.”

      “Um, not quite. If I have learned one thing about working with the Americans, it's that they don't throw away good resources at the drop of a hat,” said Marquez.

      “What do you mean?”

      “It seems, or so I have been informed by my case officer, that they have further use for both of us. The situation has altered while you have been locked away. The Congo is no longer on their radar; it seems that the Congo crisis has been resolved. Lumumba has been captured; hence your assassination operation is now void.”

      “Captured or killed?”

      “For the moment, let's say captured, but from what I hear he won't see the next forty-eight hours out. Firing squad, I hear. The Americans will have their man Mobutu in place, the Russians have been kicked out of the country and normality for the CIA has been restored.”

      “So where does that leave us?”

      “In quite a fortuitous position actually. Despite your rather inept agent recruitment methods and your exasperating skills at organizing a covert attack team, I have been singing your praises to the CIA.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you are, I believe someone that I could work with, so long as we understand the chain of command,” replied Marquez.

      Gioradze knew what that meant. He knew how the chain of command worked. “In other words, you're in charge,” he said.

      “Let's just say I'll be the first among equals,” purred Marquez.

      Gioradze thought for a moment. “Okay, I can live with that. Besides, I owe you for getting me out of that hell hole. What's the plan?”

      Marquez nodded, satisfied that his plan had worked out as he expected it would. “Good. The Agency has decided that we are to be partnered up. They have big plans for us and the word from the man in Washington is that they have plenty of work for us to do.”

      “Such as?”

      “The details are a little sketchy at the moment, but broadly speaking, the CIA want us to do what we do best, covert action, assassination, sabotage and kidnappings. The benefit for them is that they will have two experienced covert agents running their operations for them.”

      “I could see how that would be attractive to them,” said Gioradze.

      “Our first job starts as soon as we get back to Florida. There is a little problem in the Dominican Republic that the CIA wants us to take care of as soon as possible. Interested?”

      “Okay, fine, but first I need a cognac. Better make it a double.” Gioradze turned away and looked out the car window at the dark night sky.

      In the distance a faint light hinted at landing lights where a small plane might land, for example. Could he trust this man, let alone work with him? He was an enigma certainly, but Gioradze took seriously the risks that this killer had taken to save him from certain death. It was a life debt and one that he would honor.

      In that respect he knew he would be Marquez's man for life – or at least until he was killed, or Marquez found someone better to work with. But that was alright, Gioradze had survived on far worse odds than that in the past.
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      VIENNA – DECEMBER 1964

      Now, four years after their first meeting, the two killers and former partners sat once again face-to-face over coffee and pastries in Viennese cafe society.

      Since their time in the Congo, they had worked in Africa, Latin America and had latterly been part of the operations against Castro's Cuba. All had been deniable and all had been successful. However, following the assassination of President Kennedy last year, the two men had been 'retired' as contract agents for the CIA. It was hardly surprising given that, with their own President having been the victim of a political assassination, senior CIA officers would want all links to their own assassination operations and operatives removed and hidden from sight. In fairness, the Agency had paid them well and commended them before cutting them both loose.

      “How have you been, Juan, busy? You look well,” said Gioradze shaking the other man's hand.

      They had last met nearly a year ago on a private contract which Marquez had found for them: the kidnapping of a Turkish drug importer who had double crossed one of the major players in the Middle East heroin distribution network. They had lifted the man in Marrakech, torturing him for several days before the man finally relented and told them that the rest of the money had been spent. Marquez had shot him in the head and then burned the body. Job done.

      Marquez nodded. “I did some work for the Corsicans a few months back. Nothing terribly difficult, a small job really. Besides, I have my investments and business back home to keep me busy. And you David, all goes well with you?”

      Gioradze smiled and leaned back in his chair. “I too have become a legitimate businessman,” he said proudly. “Nothing in your league, but the bar turns a profit, the weather is pleasant and I have a woman to keep me warm at night.”

      “It sounds… glorious,” said Marquez, sipping his coffee and trying his best to sound impressed.

      Gioradze nodded, not believing the man's kind words for a moment. Marquez was cut from a different cloth and Gioradze knew that the thought of domestic bliss, especially one with a woman, would have filled the Catalan with revulsion. “It is. I love it. But that's not why you dragged me away from it, all the way to the freezing, pissing rain in Vienna. Something's happened, I can see it in your eyes, Is it a problem? Is someone after us?”

      Marquez shook his head. “No, nothing like that, not at all. In fact, it is exactly the opposite. How would you like to get back into the game?”

      That statement captured the Georgian's attention immediately and the Catalan spent the next thirty minutes outlining the broad details of their new 'contract'.” Marquez had spent the previous day with Mr. Knight giving his American controller the broad outline of how he would conduct the contract. What he would need, what his time frame would be and in which order the contract would be completed.

      Never the full details of course – never – for no contract man alive ever tells his case officer everything. It is partly borne of a long mistrust of officers safely back home and tied to a desk, but also because Marquez wanted to keep a certain level of control over the running of the operation.

      The two killers spent the next hour discussing in detail – as only men of a certain profession can do in their chosen trade – the logistics, tactics and pitfalls of such a unique contract. By the end of the hour Gioradze had made some suggestions which Marquez had decided to incorporate into the planning phase. He knew it had been the right thing to do to bring the little Georgian on board; the man was a natural soldier and spotted an easier way to carry out several of the killings.

      “I think we need to talk in more detail back at my hotel,” said Marquez.

      Gioradze nodded, began to push his cup aside and started to remove his gloves from his coat pocket. Marquez, however, remained locked in his seat. “You will need to close up shop back home for the next few months David,” he said.

      “I'll get Maria to take over running the bar. It's no problem.”

      “Good. Hmm… but here in Vienna we have a problem.”

      Gioradze cocked his head quizzically and returned to his seat. “We do?”

      Marquez nodded. “The American wants us to take care of a small administrative issue, to tie up a few loose ends.”

      “Tell me more.”

      “There is a man who has been helping the American, running errands, translating, that sort of thing. He knows what the American looks like and he knows what I look like.”

      Gioradze smiled. “Ah, I see my friend. I'm glad to see that you haven't lost your cautious streak.”

      Marquez shrugged. “I'm just being prudent. Why risk the success of this operation or indeed our liberty on the say so of a man of no importance? It protects the Americans and it protects us.”

      “And you, of course, want me to take care of it,” said Gioradze, his mind clicking back into his old ways.

      “It shows that you are committed to this contract, a sign of good faith. Besides the target has never seen you, so it will be like shooting a rat in a barrel.”

      “A fitting analogy. Okay, when and where?”

      “Tonight. Here take this photograph of him that I got from the American,” said Marquez. He slipped a small piece of paper across the table to the Georgian, who quickly glanced at it and placed it inside his glove for future reference. “He is expecting to meet me in front of the Parliament Building at nine o'clock for what he believes is a final payment for his services. When I don't show up, he'll know to go home and wait for a phone call from me as a backup. He will simply think I've been delayed and will wait for a re-schedule time. Follow him.”

      “So follow him, finish him.” It was a statement, not a question from the Georgian.

      Marquez moved his eyes searchingly over his partner, looking for a clue to his next question. “You are armed?”

      “Of course, always,” replied the Georgian.

      “Okay. Good. I don't want to know the details, just deal with him.”

      “And then?”

      “Then meet me at my hotel so we can go over the next stage of the plan. The Hotel Imperial, room number 229. I'll be waiting. If you don't arrive by 11.30, I'll assume that you've been captured or killed. In that eventuality I'll be out of Vienna within the hour.”

      The Georgian stood and made ready to leave, pulling his gloves tighter. “Don't worry, I won't fail. I'll be back as quickly as I can.”

      Marquez nodded and watched the little mercenary make his way to the door of the Cafe, and for a brief moment he felt a pang of pity for the man who would be the target of the Georgian killer tonight. A brief pang only, before the moment passed.
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      Max Dobos, wearing a black cap, polo neck and knee length leather coat, stood freezing in the dark, beneath the statue of Pallas Athene, the Greek goddess of wisdom, strategy, war and peace, in front of the Parliament Building on the Ringstrasse.

      The time was 8.55pm by his old and tattered wristwatch and he had five minutes to wait before he met Marquez for his final payment for the 'American job'. It would, he hoped, be a brief meeting as the less time he spent in the Catalan killer's company, the better. This would be the third time he would have met Marquez in person.

      The first was when he had been recruited by the American, Mr. Knight, and he had made a personal visit to the little antiques store that was the 'front' for the assassin's more lucrative business. He had not liked the man from the moment he had set eyes on him. Cold and aloof, he turned Max Dobos's blood to ice.

      The next time had been when he was in charge of security during Marquez and Mr. Knight's meeting in Clervaux. He had liked him even less then; again the eyes looked at you as though they were figuring out the most effective way to kill you.

      But tonight was to be the last. A brush past meeting with minimal conversation and after that he would never work with them again. If his little plan worked out well this would be his last job in the intelligence marketplace for a very long time. If his plan worked out. But in the meantime, he waited.

      Waiting! Waiting was the bane of intelligence work, he decided. You made an arrangement, you went, you waited. Your guest didn't show, so you went for the fall back location. Then sometimes they didn't make that meeting and you had to start the whole thing all over again. He glanced at his watch again. 8.58pm.

      The other rule of the waiting game was that you didn't give them a few minutes after the allotted time. That was bad security and could turn out to be lethal, as so many had found out to their cost. But not Max Dobos. When the time was up it was up. So you gave them, up to and including the minute that had been agreed upon, then you simply walked away ready for the next rendezvous.

      He had been working as a peddler of intelligence information since the end of the war, when as a displaced person he had been allowed to settle in Austria, and thus far he had made a successful career moving information around from one spy service to the other. And while it was true that he was something of a whore in who he worked for, he had always had a close affinity with the British station in Vienna.

      The Americans were good payers, certainly, the Germans were thorough and demanded respect, even the Russians provided him with the odd chores, but it was the British that he had chosen to make his first among equals. They had picked him up after the war and employed him, first as a translator and had pulled the necessary strings to enable him to live a relatively unmolested life in Vienna. Over time they had used him more and more, latterly as an informant and taught him the ropes of working at the coal face of the intelligence game.

      He slowly paced up and down in front of the statue, impatience irritating him and the cold seeping into his lame leg that was travelling carelessly behind him. The leg! That and his eye were remnants of the war when he had been beaten mercilessly by a sadistic SS officer in an interrogation cell who, wrongly, assumed that he had some long forgotten piece of information.

      He had worked first for the fascist government of Hungary as a communications technician, but as a Jew, he had no doubt that the Germans would soon implement the same treatment to Hungarians as they were doing to the rest of Europe. He was right and in 1944 he found himself in the hellhole that was Auschwitz.

      The beating had left him blind in his right eye and lame in his left leg; an awkward combination in anyone's book. When he looked in the mirror these days he saw an old, old man and though his age was actually fifty, most mornings he looked nearer to seventy. A harsh life can take its toll most certainly, he thought.

      But he was a survivor. He had survived the fascist politics of early Second World War Hungary, the hunting down and subsequent incarceration of the death camps of Auschwitz and the new war between the Soviet and western forces. He stayed below the radar, he was invisible and he thrived.

      He gave another look at the watch. 9.01pm.

      That's it, he decided. Head back home and wait for the call for the backup rendezvous. Despite his misgivings regarding the Catalan, he hoped that nothing had happened to him. If Marquez was caught, captured or even killed, then the last of the money was gone forever.

      So he walked, determined to get home quickly and put as much space between himself and the Parliament Building rendezvous.

      In truth, he was sick and tired of peddling intelligence to the great and good of Vienna's covert marketplace, sick of his menial job working at the university as a repairman, and tired of Vienna. What had once seemed like a vast stage for him to work on was now in his eyes, a crowded Babel that he had long since become weary of. He dreamed of an apartment in Paris, warm nights, a simple life with no looking over your shoulder or wondering where the next double cross was coming from. He had gone the length of the rope with this phase of his life and he knew that he needed to reinvent himself or risk becoming an outdated player. So Paris sounded just the right spot to while away his days.

      The kernel of an idea for his retirement had come when he had been approached by the American, Mr. Knight. He knew the moment that the CIA man had offered him a well-funded stipend that whatever it was he was planning; it was going to be big. This was more than double his usual fee and experience told him that with a well-funded purse came an operation of great importance – and risk, of course, as risk was an elemental part of the trade.

      Information is power, he knew, and the only questions to be asked were what the meeting was about and who was this intelligence useful to? But without solid evidence, the head spies would throw him out. A little fishing trip was needed, nothing too technical, simple electronics really, a little eavesdropping perhaps. After all, he had responsibility for the security at the meeting in Luxembourg, so it wouldn't be too difficult to rig up some self-made surveillance equipment. Not for Max Dobos, oh dear me no.

      The device he had decided on was a Stuzzi Portable Reel to Reel Tape Recorder which was made in Vienna. It was commercially available, relatively cheap to buy, and being the size of a small toaster, fitted snugly in his overnight case. He had bought it directly from a contact who provided discreet surveillance equipment to private investigators. The Stuzzi also came with an adapted eight-foot-long string-like microphone wire, which Dobos hoped would be adequate to fit into the safe-house.

      He had travelled to Luxembourg several days before to make all the arrangements, such as the approach to the Catalan killer, securing the 'safe-house' in Clervaux and to rig up his elementary recording device.

      When the Catalan and the American had gone into their meeting, he had quickly rushed down to the basement, uncovered the recorder from behind the mattress and pressed the PLAY/RECORD button. The tape whirred slowly and Dobos listened intently through the headphones. What he heard only confirmed his suspicions about the American operation. This was no mere information gathering exercise. This was a list of agents being targeted for 'termination' and outside of the Catalan and his American case officer, only he knew about it. And that made it very valuable information, very valuable indeed to the right recipient.

      With the American having flown out the next morning, Max Dobos made preparations to retrieve the tape from the hidden recorder. He was in no hurry; the house in Clervaux had its rent paid up until the end of the week and, sooner rather than later, he would have to remove all traces of the meeting which had taken place a few nights earlier. He spent the next day cleaning and removing any material that had been left. His final job was to uninstall the Stuzzi recorder and place it back in its little carry case.

      Once back in his rented apartment, he had listened intently again to the recording. The quality of the tape was reasonable with the exception of one or two sentences being muffled due to the two men moving around the room and out of the microphone range.

      What he heard was a gold mine of intelligence. Agents, operational planning and state sponsored executions. He knew that on the open market, this information would be highly valuable. But who to trade this information to, that was the crux of the matter. Reason would say that his first approach should be to the Russians. After all it was a Soviet network that was being targeted for termination. The KGB would welcome the intelligence with open arms.

      But Dobos didn't think so. He knew the Russians to be poor payers, except for their star agents, and besides, Dobos hated the Russians for what they had done to his home country following the war and the Hungarian revolution in '56. No, he needed a different buyer.

      He mused about it for the rest of the night, weighing up the pros and cons of each of the contacts that he had in the numerous secret services, before finally settling on the British service. He had done numerous jobs for the British spies over the years and they had always been fair and paid him well. He trusted them, as much as anyone could trust a spy, and he was sure that with the right approach, they would be able to accommodate him. After a number of tense telephone conversations with the local SIS station, he had been ordered, against his better judgement, to leave the only copy of the material at one of his old dead letter drops that SIS used to pass secret information and orders to their local informants.

      He had visited the dead drop site in the Karmelitermarkt, the one his SIS contact had told him was codenamed ABEL. It had been a while since he had personally had to use it and he just hoped that it was still active. That very morning, he had lodged the small packet containing the tape recording between the brick wall and the base of the billboard. His next task, the one he was least looking forward to, was the brush past meeting with the Catalan killer from Luxembourg.

      All of this he was reflecting on when he noticed the clack of footsteps somewhere in the distance behind him. Don't look around, was the age-old tenet of the counter-surveillance game. He was now passing the edge of the municipal buildings, which he knew would stretch out onto the side streets. The following footsteps kept a steady pace with his. He turned down a side walkway, with no one about. Keep moving, Max, he told himself. Had his plan been discovered? Had he been followed to the dead letter drop? And who was it – the Russians, the Americans – not the British, surely.

      He started to move faster. If he could make it past the open ground, he would be back onto the main streets and from there it was only a matter of a few minutes until he could reach the safety of his own address. He moved faster; strong leg, weak leg, strong leg, weak leg, the same as he had learned in the camps to keep away from the beatings of the guards and…

      Something occurred to him. He could no longer hear footsteps behind him. His pace slowed and after a few more tentative steps he risked turning around. He expected to see men in trench coats, ready to pounce on him, but instead he was treated to the cold darkness of the pathway he had just walked. His breathing had grown shallow; he calmed himself before moving on. He only needed to reach the end of the walkway past the wall, and he would be back onto a well-lit main road with good lighting, people and cars.

      Nearly there, he thought. Don't lose your head now.

      He calmed himself again. It was just his imagination, the deal with the British and his aborted meeting with the killer Marquez had spooked him, that was all. Strong leg, weak leg, strong leg, weak leg… just keep thinking of retirement in Paris or London or Madrid…

      As he passed the end of the wall, he saw a flash of silver, felt a dull thump to the underside of his chin and then a searing pain, pain he had never felt before – ever – and never would again. His hands reached, instinctively upwards and he staggered forward, feeling the warm flow of arterial blood coursing between his fingers…

      Dobos managed to twist his body around. Had he run into a fence, a spike, what? Instead, he saw a small, angry man in dark clothes, his hat discarded and flung on the floor, obviously dislodged during the initial strike. The man was approaching him fast. The man lashed out with his foot, Dobos felt his knees buckle and he fell forward onto all fours. With his hands now supporting him the blood from his throat gushed freely out onto the cobbles.

      I'm dying, he thought, his mind in turmoil. This is how it ends, on a dark backstreet on a freezing cold night, with no one to care or to miss me or to bury me.

      Then he felt his body being wrenched up violently to a kneeling position. Putting his arms up to protect himself, he was aware of the man with the blade slashing at him, trying to cut through the barrier of his forearms. The searing pain shot up through him and then he was spun around and felt the THUMP, THUMP, THUMP and the searing pain once more as the blade was pumped forcefully into his kidneys. He knew then –had seen enough of death and violence in the camps – to know that his end was imminent.

      Finally, his head was wrenched backwards, exposing his throat to the stars in the manner of a sacrifice, and then for the final time and from the corner of his eye, he saw the dull red colored glint of the steel blade as it made its way towards his throat.

      He was just another casualty of the intelligence war.
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      Gioradze had been in place for a good twenty minutes before the limper had arrived, had seen the man arrive, wait, study his watch, and as the time drew nearer to the brush past meeting that he was supposed to be having with Marquez, seen the man's evident impatience as he was stood up.

      The Georgian was at an adjacent angle to the front of the Parliament Building, across the road and concealed behind the trees that lined the boulevard. He was perfectly hidden in the night and despite the chill, was comfortable. There had only been one or two people passing by, several cars, but nothing out of the ordinary. No hostile surveillance of the proposed meeting of any counterintelligence officials or security police ready to spring a trap. Whenever a pedestrian came too near his hiding spot, he simply melted back into the shadows.

      He glanced over at the limper. That was how he thought of his target. The limper. He observed as the man glanced at his watch more frequently before deciding to cut his losses and abort the meeting. Gioradze gave it sixty seconds before moving out of his position and onto the darkened streets.

      He knew the ambush site that he wanted. He had earmarked it earlier; it was underneath a bridge that ran across a small stretch of open ground, further up the main road. As far as killing grounds go, it was perfect. Quiet, isolated, and with few lights, so that dealing with the body of the dead man would be that much easier, allowing him to manipulate and make any last minute corrections to the corpse. He just hoped the limper went the expected way. If not, he would have to improvise. Either way, the man wouldn't make it back to his apartment tonight.

      He saw the limper cross over the main road further up and knew that he was taking the expected route. Now Gioradze's priority was to get ahead of him and hide at the ambush site. He estimated he had a little less than two minutes to sprint, to reach the ambush point before the limper arrived there. For a man of Gioradze's stamina and energy it was no problem.

      He ran quickly, sticking to the grassy verge lest his shoes make a noise in the still of night and alert the limper. The grass expanded out to make a small hill, rising up at a gradient, and from his elevated position Gioradze was in the perfect position to look down at his target scampering along below him. Within seconds the hill began to decline and Gioradze could see the wall that was to be his hiding place. He squared his back against it, took a deep breath and unbuttoned his heavy jacket to give his arms more freedom of movement for when the attack began. No one ever expects an attack from the front, he thought. The limper would be so busy worrying if someone was still behind him that he wouldn't even consider someone is in front of him.

      His weapon of choice, in fact the minimal amount of protection he carried when he was not on a job, was always a knife. On this occasion it was his favorite German Paratrooper gravity knife which he had won in a poker game on a drunken night during his time in the Legion.

      He had felt the weight of the weapon in his hand; it felt good, solid, and dependable. He gave a brief peek around the corner to confirm his target was near. He was no more than twenty feet away, shuffling along, dragging his lame leg. The Georgian sharply flicked the handle of the knife downwards and heard a satisfying 'click' as the inertia of the blade sprang forward, his thumb moved the lock into place and at last the full ten inches of knife was steady, resting in his hand. He cocked his body, his knife arm primed, ready to swing. He could hear the shambling movements of the man, edging closer and closer until… He could not have timed it better. He swung his arm around 180 degrees, saw the silver trail as it gleamed in the streetlight's glare, sensed rather than felt the knife's impact so sharp was the blade, and watched as the man went down in a gurgling agony. Then he pounced on his victim.

      Of the violence, later he would admit, that he could remember very little of it. But then that was always the way for him. He was only aware of fast movement – kicks, grabs, stabbing and slashing the man – before sitting the man up, cutting out his throat and then pushing him away as the arterial spurt let loose.

      With the limper gurgling out his last breath, Gioradze did a cursory search of the body, more out of habit than of expecting to find anything: some identity cards, some money, and a set of keys to the man's apartment, nothing of any use. He dragged the body off the main path a few feet away and folded it over until it was completely concealed. With any luck, it wouldn't be found until at least daylight the next day, by which time, of course, he expected to be out of Vienna and on his way home.

      He checked his watch. 9.25pm. He had a little under two hours to report back to Marquez at his hotel. No problem. He would walk the rest of the way with a spring in his step, glad to be back working at the only job he had ever excelled at.
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      The next day, the early morning flight from Vienna's International Airport took off as usual. Among its many passengers was a tall, somber man of Mediterranean appearance and a smaller, bulkier man who huddled himself deeper into his hat and coat to keep the unappetizing cold at bay.

      They were perhaps businessmen who had been visiting Vienna on a commercial trip and were now returning to their respective countries. They did not sit together; each had a separate seat at either end of the aircraft. They never made eye contact and they were never seen to speak. If any of the other passengers had been asked, they could honestly say that the two men seemed completely unaware of the other's existence.

      The flight's destination was Brussels International Airport. Once the plane landed, both men would go their separate ways. One would travel back to his home in Luxembourg and the other would later take the connecting flight that would edge him nearer to his adopted home of the Iberian Peninsula.

      Meanwhile, back in Vienna, it would be another three hours before the butchered body of what was initially assumed to be a vagrant was found hidden in some bushes on the parkland.
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      Ten hours later, two men stood in the cold, grey mortuary staring down at the recently deceased body of Max Dobos. One was a criminal investigation officer with the Austrian police; the other was a senior British diplomat from Her Majesty's Embassy.

      “Whoever did it to him knew exactly what they were doing,” said the Austrian police officer.

      Cecil Rowlands nodded his aging, shaggy head in agreement. Even to someone as untutored in forensics as he was, he could see the range of defensive wounds on the forearms of the corpse. Not to mention the butchering of the poor wretched devil's throat. Nasty.

      Vienna was a village, a big village certainly, but a village nonetheless, and everybody knew someone who knew someone. As the SIS Head of Station in Vienna, it was good old Cecil's business to know the people in the know. People like Inspector Krupp, who took a monthly stipend from him.

      Rowlands had been on a long weekend break, his first in many months; Thursday through to Sunday. The call to his private line when it came on the Saturday evening had ripped him away from what he hoped was going to be a quiet weekend of fishing, drinks and one of Joyce's pre-Christmas dinner parties. Joyce, his wife, did so love putting a party together. The evening phone call had put paid to that little luxury and he knew the moment he had heard Inspector Johan Krupp's voice that his weekend was going to be ruined. Joyce would be furious with him for days over this.

      He had arrived at the hospital and been whisked down to the mortuary by a police sergeant, only to find Johan Krupp, doyen of the Viennese police waiting for him. Krupp was tall and grey with a bad suit and a habit of flicking ash from his cigarillos onto the floor whenever he had things on his mind. A thing he did now, despite being in the confines of the mortuary.

      “So Inspector, what made you think that this man is connected to us?” asked Rowlands.

      Krupp stared down at the floor. Catching his meal ticket out was something that didn't sit well with him. “I found one of your Embassy telephone numbers hidden in his sock. Didn't know what it was at first, it was only when I ran it through the reverse telephone directory files that it was flagged as the British Embassy. I thought I'd better let you know before the security police got wind of it.”

      Rowlands smiled. “It's much appreciated Johan, and don't worry, there'll be something extra in the pot this month for you and your good lady. You did the right thing.”

      “Thank you Herr Rowlands.”

      Rowlands frowned. “In his sock, I wonder why he had it hidden there.”

      “Well, there were signs that his body had been searched before the killer fled. Obviously he either didn't think to search the feet, or else he was disturbed.”

      The body of Maximilian Dobos lay naked underneath a thin cotton shroud and over sheet that reached up to his tortured neck. Rowlands could see the beginnings of the 'Y' shaped pathology scar that ran from his left ear, down the torso to the abdomen.

      The body had been found by a cleaner on her way to work in one of the municipal buildings. The elderly woman had noticed a shoe lying along the path that led to the adjacent alley. A quick glance around and she discovered track marks in the muddy verge, where the victim had been dragged before being concealed under an old carpet. Thirty minutes later the police were on the scene in the form of Inspector Krupp and his team of detectives. It was now a murder scene and Krupp and his men had control from here on in.

      The deceased had been taken in a sealed body bag to the Vienna General Hospital and the unknown man's details had been recorded and then he had been placed in a locked fridge until the resident pathologist was ready to conduct his investigation. An hour later the post-mortem began with Krupp attending. It wasn't the first that he had been forced to sit through, wouldn't be his last either, but nevertheless it wasn't an experience that he looked forward to at any time.

      The corpse had been weighed, measured and photographed. Next came the washing process, before what Krupp called, the 'butchery' started. He made himself scarce and decided to take a look at the man's clothes and possessions. It was starkly uninteresting. Normal clothes, virtually empty wallet, identity card, cheap watch. The items of a single man and nothing more. A dead end. He started again, this time more thoroughly moving through each item of personal belongings until on his second pass which turned the gloves inside out and then the socks, he found something. There it was. It was nothing more than a small piece of paper with a series of smudged numbers written on it. Krupp stared down at it for what seemed an age. It could be everything or nothing, he decided. But there was something familiar about the number, something that connected with him.

      He excused himself, said he would return, then made his way back to Police Headquarters to check something. Just a hunch, but hunches in his experience had a way of turning into definitive clues. A quick flick through several contact files and confidential reverse telephone directories confirmed his suspicion.

      He sat back in his office chair, lit one of his cigarillos and made the phone call to the home address of the Right Honorable Cecil Rowlands of the British Embassy in Vienna, the British resident spy and Krupp's confidant, friend, and paymaster.
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      “So, how long had he been dead before he was found?”

      Inspector Krupp flicked through the pathology report that he had attached to his clipboard. “The pathologist suggests between six to twelve hours. So he died sometime around eleven o clock last night. It could be a few hours either way, but last night definitely.”

      “And the weapon?”

      “A very sharp straight edged knife. No sign of that, most probably dumped in the river. Whoever did it certainly wanted to finish him. The wounds on the arms were put there to make it look like a robbery gone wrong. It buys the killer time to escape. He obviously thinks that we're all idiots on this force and will waste our time pulling in all the known robbers.”

      “Is there any suggestion that this was a black market thing? Chaps falling out about sugar or tobacco or what have you?” asked Rowlands, determined to rule out as many possibilities as he could before his thoughts turned to espionage.

      Krupp shook his head. “Max Dobos wasn't known to us, but it's certainly possible. Maybe he crossed someone he shouldn't, but it must have been big for them to send this kind of message. Our underworld usually just resorts to beatings. Did you know him?”

      The question caught old Rowlands off guard, but being a professional he did what he always did on such occasions; he dug deep into his trouser pocket, rummaged around, fished out an old handkerchief and began to clean his spectacles. Yes, for old, dependable Cecil Rowlands it was a tactic that had bought him time on many occasions.

      He peered in close to examine the chasm that had once been the dead man's throat; he squinted, and then stood back up to his full height. “No. I didn't know him,” he murmured, and then quickly moved the analysis onwards. “So; we know the cuts to the arm were committed post-mortem. What's the order of play regarding the rest of the wounds?”

      Krupp shrugged and glanced at the report. “The first wound, we believe, was a stab to the throat, which caught him on the left side. That's probably the one that would have killed him; it's certainly the most lethal. Then multiple stab wounds to the kidneys and surrounding internal organs from the rear. The butchering of the throat, that was done as a supplementary strike, and in my professional opinion, was totally unnecessary. It was just the killer showing off.”

      “And making sure the job was done in case he didn't get a second chance,” said Rowlands.

      Krupp nodded, silently admitting to himself that could have been the case.

      “Anything at his home? The poor fellow must have had something to his name.”

      “Nothing of any use to us, he seemed to live a frugal life. A shabby apartment, a cooker, a radio, a bed, a phone. No money, no frivolity it seems. We'll keep digging, but…” Krupp's words tapered off, and he shrugged his shoulders, resigned to the fact that this would probably be a dead-end case.

      Rowlands was sure the Inspector would keep digging. He was a good man, a good detective, but sometimes, certain cases have a habit of coming up against a brick wall when leads fizzle out. That was something that the police and the spies had in common. “What will happen to him now Johan?”

      Krupp winced, as if these matters were of no concern to him. “There will be a simple burial courtesy of the state probably by the end of the week. If anything else comes up, I'll let you know.”

      Rowlands thanked him and made his way out of the mortuary. From behind him, he heard the hushed tones of Inspector Krupp. “And you can, of course, rely on my discretion Herr Rowlands. We guardians of decency must stick together through thick and thin in these perilous times.”
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      Cecil Rowlands called home. He didn't like to think of Joyce hanging around, waiting for him to turn up, especially after all the effort she had made with the dinner party he had to miss out on. “No darling, I'm still at the hospital and will probably have to go to the office from here. You go on to bed, get some rest and poor you, having to deal with the Radleys' and Herr Marks all on your own. You're a trooper, I'll make it up to you I promise,” he cooed down the phone.

      With his domestic problem – if not totally resolved – at least contained, he made his way down to his car and drove the ten-minute journey at that time of night to the Embassy.

      The British Embassy was an ornate fifty room villa located on Reisnerstrasse and had once been the summer residence of Prince Metternich. Rowlands waved his way past the guard on the gate, said hello to the night duty officer manning the front desk and climbed the stairs to his private sanctum at the rear of the building on the second floor. These offices were only accessible, via a multi-deadlocked steel door, to the officers of SIS.

      His first port of call was the file registry room. He worked quickly and expertly, removing several buff folders before taking them to his office. He sat at his desk, placed the folders and files in front of him and opened up the confidential agents list for the Vienna station. He flicked through a few pages until he came to the 'D's'.

      His finger moved down the page until he came to the entry for 'Dobos, Maximillian' and read through the brief biographical details of the agent and his contact tradecraft.

      
        
        Name: Dobos, Maximillian

      

        

      
        Agent: CH41/V

      

        

      
        Details: Born 1914. Hungarian, confidence trickster and low-level source. Used mainly in Soviet deception operations and for routine surveillance/security operations with Vienna Station. Outsourced to other friendly intelligence agencies when required.

      

      

      What followed was the man's last known address and what method was used for him to communicate directly with the station. Then Rowlands noticed a small tick in the 'communiqué' chart. It was dated the previous day. So Dobos had in some way attempted to communicate with the station over the past day or so. Rowlands closed the ledger and made his way to the station's communications section in the next room. He unlocked the secure door with his personal key, went straight to the main desk and looked through the pending file of communiqués.

      It took him five minutes to find what he was looking for. Three separate transcripts. All phone calls to the station on the direct agent phone number were automatically recorded and then transcribed. It seemed that agent CH41/V had called the direct agent line three times in a twenty-four-hour period. Interesting, thought Rowlands. The man obviously had something important to offer, judging by the frequency of the communications.

      He pulled the three separate transcripts out of the ledger and worked his way through them methodically. Each began with the usual administrative jargon – agent identity code, officer identity code, time and date – which was all part of the minutiae of running an overseas SIS station. Rowlands ignored them; he knew them by heart anyway. It was the text that he craved in the hope that it would yield a clue to the man's intentions and perhaps reveal why he had been murdered so violently.

      The first communication had been received less than 48 hours ago and to Rowlands' experienced eye Dobos had been bullish and overconfident in his first contact. It was as if he had a good hand in poker and couldn't wait to tell the rest of the table about it, thought Rowlands.

      
        
        AGENT: This is [deleted]. I have valuable information, valuable material which may interest your service. I would prefer to speak to Colonel Ellerington. Only Ellerington will I deal with.

        STATION: No names, please on an open line.

        AGENT: I understand, but this information is relevant and timely. It will have great benefit for the British.

        STATION: That may be the case, but if what you say is true, we would need to assess it to verify its worth and authenticity. We would suggest that you leave it at one of our collection points as usual.

        AGENT: No, you do not understand. This information is very sensitive. I would be foolish to let it out of my control. I demand a face to face meeting.

        STATION: I'm sorry, but as I'm sure you know that is not how this works. Leave the information with us so that we can look it over. If it is useful we can negotiate a price.

        AGENT: I have a specific price for the material. It is non-negotiable and I will only deal with Colonel—

        STATION: I said no names. You know the protocol. No names. No face to face meeting unless the material is useful to us and to do that you have to pass it to us first. Also, WE set the price.

        AGENT: Damn you! I will offer this to the French or Germans if I have …

        STATION: That is your choice. Those are our terms. This call is terminated.

        ENDEX.

      

      

      Rowlands smiled at the conversation. Colonel Ellerington was his working name, the name he used when contacting local agents for off the cuff meetings. The station officer, actually his deputy John Green, had done a good job of unsettling Max Dobos and keeping him dangling. They all came in cocksure of themselves, ready to believe that they have the latest top secret, no, above top-secret, information ready to trade. He'd seen it a million times before and in most cases, it was worthless scraps that the informants had gleaned from drunken conversations in a bar somewhere.

      Rowlands preached to his officers that the role of the professional intelligence officer was to downplay what the agent thought was priceless information, not only to bring the price down, after all no one wants to pay top prices no matter how good the intelligence is, but also to give the officer time to accurately assess and analyze the material. Is it real or is it a fake? There you bugger, that will take the sting out of your tale, thought Rowlands.

      He flicked through to the following communication transcript. It was the same day, but two hours later. Dobos was going for his second bite of the cherry. Either the Germans or the French had told him that they weren't interested or he was determined to get a deal exclusively from SIS. Either way, he had put himself at a serious negotiating disadvantage which Rowlands knew his deputy would have taken ruthless advantage of.

      
        
        STATION: Yes. Number please.

        AGENT: CH41. I would like to talk to someone else.

        STATION: You can talk to me. What do you want CH41?

        AGENT: I… I called earlier. We spoke. I understand the need for protocol. Of course I do. But you must look at it from my position. I have something of great value. I would be foolish to just hand it over.

        STATION: How were the French and the Germans? Did they welcome you with open arms?

        AGENT: I… I… I have not yet approached them. I have worked well with the British before and wanted to offer you the chance first. If you hadn't been so obtuse then…

        STATION: Goodbye CH41, I'm terminating the—

        AGENT: No, no, please wait. Can we not reach an understanding?

        STATION: CH41, a face to face meeting is impossible. We are all very busy. Imagine if we had to have a meeting every time someone had some chicken feed to sell.

        AGENT: It is NOT chicken feed. You will see this when you examine it!

        STATION: As I was saying…we would never get any work done. The deal is this. Leave the material at my Cousin ABEL's house. You remember ABEL?

        AGENT: Of course…

        STATION: Good. We will collect it, look it over and see what we think of it. If it's good, or as good as you say it is, we can negotiate a price. If it's not for us, then we hand it back to you.

        AGENT: But it will be too late, then you will have already seen it.

        STATION: You know the way the game works CH41. That's the risk you take. Besides, we have worked with you in the past. Have we ever let you down? You simply have to trust us.

        AGENT: (pause) I will think it over.

        STATION: Good idea CH41. Good day to you, sir.

        ENDEX

      

      

      Green had handled it well, thought Rowlands. He had given the agent a tentative option whilst also being fair and professional. Anything less and it turns into the tail wagging the dog with the agents trying to run rings around their case officers.

      Rowlands rubbed his eyes, God, he was tired. Only one more to go he thought as he flicked through to the final transcript. The final message was short, terse, as if Dobos was at the end of his tether. The message read:

      
        
        STATION: Hello. Number please.

        AGENT: CH41. Today the postman delivered to ABEL. Repeat ABEL. I will await confirmation of value and payment. I am placing my trust in your service's good character. I hope the agreed terms and conditions are met. Goodbye.

        STATION: Thank you CH41 we will be in touch.

        ENDEX.

      

      

      He rubbed the tiredness from his eyes and ruminated about the previous few days' events. Dobos had approached the Vienna station with possible high end intelligence. He had agreed to terms and conditions for a trade of the material and had lodged it in the dead letter box codenamed ABEL.

      Rowlands checked the duty reports for the station operations over the past week. He found the correct file entitled 'Agent Management' and flipped through the section dealing with deliveries to and from the three main dead letter box sites for low level informants like the CH4's which were KANE, ABEL and ENOCH.

      According to the file the only one to have been serviced by the station officers over the last few days had been ENOCH, which meant that the team hadn't gotten around to emptying ABEL. I'll have their balls for that, he thought. He scribbled his initials next to the ABEL heading, meaning that he would take sole responsibility for collecting whatever Dobos had left for the SIS station there. But not tonight, he thought. I need to get home and get some bloody sleep. He checked his watch. It was 2.30am. Just in time to make his way home, trying not to disturb Joyce, grab a few hours of shut eye before he had to go and empty an agents' dead letter box on what was effectively enemy territory.

      He sighed and rose from his chair, felt the muscles in his aching back click, picked up his set of keys to lock the station office and headed for his car. His weekend break was ruined, and in those tired few minutes in the middle of the night he was sick to the back teeth, in fact had had a bellyful, of Vienna, being a spy and getting himself involved in murder mysteries where the victim had had his throat ripped out like a stag that had been gralloched.
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      The very next morning, looking refreshed and wearing his best suit and overcoat, Her Majesty's diplomatic servant the Right Honorable Cecil Rowlands strolled casually along Krummbaumgasse, his destination was the old Karmelitermarkt.

      He did his best to fight his way through the busy Christmastime shoppers and keep the rain from his spectacles, which was not an easy task for someone of Rowlands' size and grace. He was more your strongman than your athlete, his wife would say.

      If anyone had taken the time to ask this distinguished member of the diplomatic community where he was off to on that fine morning, he would simply have said that he was on a small errand of a personal nature before he began his day's toils in the British Embassy. If pressed further, he would have confided to his acquaintance that he was on a mission to get back in his wife's good books. A small, but modestly expensive pre-Christmas gift, to apologize for ruining their weekend together when he had been called back to the 'office' to deal with a temporary problem. Some truffles from the specialist truffle seller in the market, he would say. Joyce did so love to cook and it was a rare treat that he was able to afford luxury items.

      Of course it was a good story – not true – but a good tale nonetheless.

      “Cover, ladies and gentlemen, is important,” he would drum into his field agents. “Always have a good reason for doing anything nefarious. You want to meet an agent at the opera; then I recommend that you at least know your Wagner's from your Verdi's, because you can bet your yearly wage that you'll bump into someone who will chatter about it for days and be a fully accredited aficionado. I'm not saying you have to be an expert, but you at least need to be able to hold a conversation without making anyone suspicious… at least until you get the opportunity to bugger off double quick!”

      Why the Karmelitermarkt? Well the most obvious reason was that there was an excellent truffle stall on the far side of the market. The ruse also gave him the opportunity to visit the ABEL dead letter box which was located nearby on the fringes of the market. Its exact location was behind a billboard at ground level. He just hoped that Max Dobos had secured it properly behind the loose wooden panel that held the timber frame together.

      He strolled casually, moving through the throng, nodding to his fellow shoppers in greeting or in thanks. He perused the various meat, cheese and coffee stalls. There was nothing hurried about his manner and aside from his duties at the Embassy he looked like a man content to while away the rest of the day exploring the commerce of Vienna.

      Rowlands did two rotations of the ABEL site, passing by it to confirm that there was no overt surveillance, then around the block and back for one more pass. A third pass would have been suspicious, shopkeepers and market traders do have a tendency to remember a face that they have seen before. The third and final time would be the emptying of ABEL.

      Was the vegetable seller looking at him a bit too closely? That road sweeper – he'd been there an awfully long time, since his second pass in fact? Or what about that couple at the cafe who were drinking their coffee, had they been observing him all along as he passed by the ABEL drop? Were they Russian informants or were they KGB agents running a hostile surveillance operation on a suspected SIS drop site?

      In truth, there was no way of knowing and Rowlands knew that when it came down to the wire all the field agent on the ground could do was pray, hope for the best, and take a massive leap of faith that he wasn't about to be caught or compromised.

      The dead drop was within a few feet. He did an awkward duck-shuffle and looked down in mock annoyance at his shoes. He had purposefully loosened his shoe laces this morning when he had set off knowing that they would work themselves free in time. A few more steps and he was finally at the billboard. Not stopping he began to bend in one fluid motion and then the seasoned intelligence officer reached down casually to tie his lace, and when he was sure that there were no observers his fingers explored around the gap between the brick wall and the billboard. It was only a space of roughly four inches, but it was big enough to conceal a decent-sized package.

      Nothing! Damn!

      He pressed his fingers in further, groping into the crevasse, a bit more, and then… there it was. Roughly the size of a pack of playing cards wrapped in sturdy brown paper and sealed with heavy duty tape and glue. A quick glance around the street revealed no one, and then the package was swiftly placed in his inside coat pocket. A quick tying of the laces and he was up, off and on his way. He spent the next thirty minutes running counter-surveillance maneuvers, just to be sure. Rowlands was an old pro who had done his fair share of shaking off a tail in his long and murky past.
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      An hour later Rowlands arrived back at the SIS station. He threw his overcoat into his office and gave strict instructions to his secretary, a Welsh harridan by the name of Eleanor, that he wasn't to be disturbed for the rest of the day.

      He sat in the security room and unpacked the package from the dead drop. “Now then Herr Dobos, let's see what all this fuss is about.” Rowlands carefully opened the package, removing the tape with small neat cuts with his penknife. Inside was a single sheet of paper, handwritten in English, and a small pool of audio tape.

      The note read:

      “Recording taken November 1964. Luxembourg. Freelance job. Can give more details once you have listened to the tape. Tape assures my bona fides.”

      He placed it to one side and went to fetch the audio tape player, a big brute of a machine that came complete with headset, from the station equipment cupboard. He locked his office door and set about rigging up the tape in the machine. When it was all connected and tested he took a single piece of paper and a pencil, pressed the PLAY button, closed his eyes and began to listen. His pencil would make a short scribble every now and then, picking out a word or a phrase that interested him.

      Thirty minutes later the tape had finished. Rowlands removed the headphones and stared down at the notes on the paper. Dobos had either edited the tape not to include too much detail, perhaps hedging his bets for a better deal later, or the people speaking on the tape were security conscious, thus suggesting that they were indeed professionals. He scribbled out things that he judged unimportant, donned the headset once again and listened to it for a second time.

      “Bloody hell,” he said to himself when he'd finished. If the information was accurate and judging by Dobos previous work for them it always had been, then he had inadvertently stepped into the fringes of an American-backed operation. Not just any old operation either, from the sounds of it –a bloody assassination plot.

      He now doubted that the Max Dobos murder had been a robbery gone wrong or a gangland affair, as there was just too much coincidence in the timing. Day One: Dobos offers information relating to a series of contract killings. Day Two: Dobos is murdered, violently, and his body searched. There was more to this than he'd expected, and false modesty aside, it was becoming unwieldy and needed to be looked at by people higher up the chain of command.

      So, with the winter sun glaring through his office window, he pulled out the station codebook and started very carefully to compose what was to be in the fullness of time, an explosive communiqué to Broadway.
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      LONDON, JANUARY 1965

      “You would work directly to me. No contact, either overt or covert, with the Embassy or the local CIA stations where you are operating. You work at arm's length, independently, with no chaperoning.

      You try knocking on their doors, they'll tell you to take a hike and that they don't know what you're talking about. I will give you a series of telephone numbers; you check in regularly to give and receive up to date intelligence. After each successful 'hit', I will release a designated amount to a personal bank account of your choice. You don't complete the contracts; you don't get paid. Questions?”

      The tape player clicked off with a deep thunk. It had come, mid conversation, toward the end of the spool.

      “So is it fortune or fraud?” asked C.

      The faces – all men he knew and trusted, stared back – all non-committal. They saw the deceptively youthful looking face of C, reclining in his chair, debonair with spectacles perched precariously on the end of his nose as he read through his files. He looked like a gentleman official from one of the better banking institutions: amiable, kindly, forgiving – all of which he could be if the occasion warranted.

      But the four men knew this to be a facade. C was as tough as an old iron-spike when he had to be. The Chief of the Secret Intelligence Service, or C as he was known to his officers, knew what they were thinking; they needed more concrete information before they were willing to give their opinions. He didn't blame them. But that did nothing to confront the problem they were facing, and he needed answers pretty damn soon.

      The five men, the hierarchy of the Secret Service, were sitting around the old mahogany conference table in the 'War Room', which was situated on the top floor of 54 Broadway Buildings. The room was dark and brooding and was in sync with their collective mood. Stacked all around the rooms and corridors were boxes and security-sealed filing cabinets, all in place ready for the organizations big move over the coming weeks.

      Broadway was a huge monolith of a building; slab grey, austere and parked away in a quiet backstreet in Westminster. It had, for over thirty years, been the headquarters of the British Secret Service. Its maze-like corridors and annexes had, over the years, baffled even the most intrepid of spies and visitors alike. It had survived wars, conflicts, skirmishes and political intrigue, but with the onset of the Cold War, even its most ferocious protectors had recognized that Broadway's day had come to an end. Plans were afoot to make a move across the river to a more modern building in Lambeth, with internal rumblings that the powers that be were intent on keeping the spies away from the corridors of power and moving them further away into the shadows.

      The five men had been here for the best part of the morning, thrashing out the contents of the scratchy audio recording that the technicians had done their best to clean up. It was audible, but muffled, and the boffins had decided that it was prudent to supply a transcript of the recording lest anything be misunderstood or misinterpreted. The empty teapot, cups, saucers and overflowing ashtrays had been pushed to one side, ignored, and the men had their noses firmly pushed into the transcripts hoping to find a clue that could give them a definitive answer.

      C sat at the head of the table, as his seniority allowed. To his immediate left sat his Vice-Chief, Barton, a bullish man who had cut his espionage teeth working for the sabotage service during the war. To his immediate right sat the Director of Soviet Operations, Harper, a career intelligence officer who had been at the helm of Soviet Operations for as long as anybody could remember. Both men had different styles of operating within SIS, something that caused much internal friction.

      Bringing up the lower echelons of the table was the 'Constellation' network controller and its senior case officer, Bernard Porter, a former Oxford Don who had been recruited from academia. The final officer present was the Head of the Redaction Unit, Colonel Stephen Masterman.

      It had been several weeks since the audio tape had been recovered from the dead letter drop by the Head of Station/Vienna. The tape had been listened to, and then listened to again, phone calls had been made and then it had hastily been posted into the diplomatic bag marked “URGENT – C – EYES ONLY” and then headed for London.

      When it had arrived at Broadway it had dropped on them not with a bang, as would be associated with red hot intelligence, but instead with a whimper. No one seemed to know what to make of it. Was it genuine and if so, said the old intelligence hands, what does it have to do with us?

      There was the argument that the information should be shared with Broadway's sister service, MI5, the Security Service. After all, the mention of Soviet agents who had been recruited for Western organizations could provide vital clues to the spy hunters. This was quickly pooh-poohed by the older hands at Broadway, who preferred to keep it to themselves until they knew exactly what they were dealing with.

      Finally, at the weekly department heads meeting, someone had mentioned to the Director of Soviet Operations about a report that had come in from Vienna. It was nothing out of the ordinary, just another possible piece of the intelligence jigsaw. That was until someone mentioned the phrase 'a military liaison officer in NATO is alleged to be working for the Russians'.

      Then the explosion of activity had happened. The Soviet Operations desk had quickly swung into action demanding an in-depth report and investigation into the recording and its background. It had caused panic, concern and not a little consternation. The follow-up reports of the murder of the informant Max Dobos had sent the top floor of Broadway into a flurry of action. Hence the high level meeting that was now taking place.

      “So… thoughts?” prompted the Chief, determined to kick-start the analysis. The group had been batting forth ideas about the overall meaning of the information contained in the recording, now he needed them to look at the fine detail.

      “Well, from the unconventional way we received it, it's bound to be a fake,” said Barton, bullish as ever.

      “And yet, Head of Station Vienna mentions in his report that he had used this man, Max Dobos, on and off for years,” countered Harper. “Low level stuff certainly, but always reliable.”

      “He's an intelligence hawker; he sells bits and bobs of information all over. To us, the Americans, the Germans, even the French, God help him,” said Barton.

      “Just because he sells intelligence to a variety of services, doesn't equate that he's a liar. He evidently thought it was important enough to pass it on to us,” countered Harper.

      “Bit thin isn't it… hardly cast iron evidence,” replied Barton gruffly.

      “Well, that and the fact that he was found recently with his throat slit suggests that he was involved with something that was nefarious, even in our trade. Was he out of his depth? Is someone tying up loose ends?” said Harper in his most courteous tone.

      The two men – Harper and Barton – came to the end of their sparring match. They both sat there, each weighing up the other, planning their next move in an ever continuing turf war that had become legendary within headquarters.

      “The tape is obviously incomplete. Almost as if we've come in half way through a conversation. Therefore, we have to assume that this Dobos character either didn't start recording the conversation soon enough and he ran out of tape before the meeting finished,” said C.

      “Or he was disturbed and had to stop the recording,” said Barton.

      “Possibly. The fact that he was killed in Vienna rather than in Luxembourg where we are led to believe that this meeting took place, seems to suggest that he simply ran out of tape rather than being caught in flagrante. If he had been caught red handed, it is assumed that he would have been murdered on the spot,” replied C.

      The committee all nodded their agreement at the Chief's assessment. In their shoes, they would have done the same thing. Why leave a witness to your crimes?

      “So are we to assume that the people in this recording are completely unaware that they have been the victims of surveillance? To them, they are in the clear, haven't been compromised and the killing of this informant in Vienna has been standard procedure for them?” mused the Chief.

      “Agreed. They think the integrity of their operation is intact. That gives us the tactical advantage… for the moment at least,” said Harper.

      “And we're definitely sure it's the Americans, are we?” asked Barton.

      “On the face of it that certainly seems to be the case. An American player, numerous mentioning of the Agency, a former CIA asset by all accounts being re-recruited, the targeting of Russian agents. Has the Americans Cold War policy perhaps gotten a bit out of hand?” replied Harper.

      A smile spread across C's face. He didn't think the Americans knew the meaning of 'out of hand'. They always seemed able to raise the bar to the next level of recklessness. “And have the technicians been able to identify anything useful from the voices on the tape?”

      Harper shrugged. “Not much, Sir. The American voice is West Coast, late 50's, educated. 'Mr. Knight' is almost certainly a working name and aside from that, we haven't been able to positively identify him from the conversation.”

      “And the other voice, what of him?” asked C.

      “Again, not much. European certainly, possibly from Spain or France, but the accent has been eroded over the years. Hint of German in there somewhere, so possibly travelled around a lot. Younger, somewhere in his 40's. I've checked through our agents files in the registry and it's no one that we've used before. Apart from that, it's a dead end.”

      There was a nod from C as he considered his options. “Mmm… So what to do,” he said.

      “Well, excuse me for stating what is glaringly obvious, but can't we just pull these agents out and temporarily isolate them until the threat has passed?” said Barton.

      “Or at least put a security team with them?” suggested Harper.

      “I'm afraid that won't be possible or indeed feasible.” This time the voice was the jowly rumble of Porter.

      “Please tell us why, Bernie? Give us reasons why we can't, perhaps some background to your operation might make it clearer to us mere mortals outside your games,” said C.

      And it was then that Bernard Russell Porter, a tubby little man of indeterminate age, gave the collective minds of British Intelligence the harsh truth about running a covert network of double agents at the sharp end of the Cold War.
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      Porter leaned in to them, almost trying to project his argument even more by the crowding of his body. He looked the exact opposite of the debonair agent-runner who existed in the current spate of spy movies or indeed the adventure novels of fiction.

      He was neither youthful nor attractive to women. He was mid-fifties, bumbling, with a mop of dark curly hair flecked with grey and settled above a frayed, three-piece pinstripe suit. His speech came in a staccato machine gun fire that people sometimes found hard to decipher.

      “The Constellation Network started as a small mission to disrupt Russian operations in Europe. Nothing fancy, nothing too technical, just a simple smoke and mirrors operation. Things that we do all the time to make the Russians look one way while we do devilish things the other. This was post-Philby.”

      The name 'Philby' still sent chills around the corridors of SIS and Porter hurried on with his briefing, lest the name should stir up evil ghosts from the past.

      “We had been decimated by his betrayals and we had to start from scratch, rebuilding networks, operations and planning. Constellation was a part of that, small at first as I say, but it quickly grew. Its overall aim was to spread disinformation into the Russians' backyard.”

      Porter cleared his throat and continued. “Our head agent is CIRIUS. British Army Major stationed in Germany after the war and later when the wall went up. He has a lot of experience in Berlin. We worked it so that he got himself involved in a sex-trap and therefore, at least in the eyes of the Russians and East Germans, had compromised himself. We also added in his frustrations with post-war British colonial policy, lack of promotion, a shortage of cash and we had a nice little 'dangle' for the Russians to bite at, which is exactly what they did. The Major himself is a very brave man, a true patriot and is the longest serving agent in Constellation.”

      All eyes looked over the transcript once again as if to confirm that the man that Porter spoke of was the same person mentioned in the report. Porter continued with his briefing, his pace slowing, so as to ensure that each man understood the gravity of the situation they were dealing with.

      “With our head agent in place, our aim then was to slowly integrate more operatives into the KGB's line of sight and set about building a network. Want the run down on who the rest of them are, within reason of course?”

      Murmurs of agreement rose from around the table and a confirming nod came from the Chief to carry on. Porter counted each of the agents off on his fingers, holding onto each respective one like a man holding onto a rope in a sea storm.

      “So,” continued Porter, “we have ORION, a Dutch citizen who has risen to be a senior executive with the AGIG Bank in Zurich. He passes the information to Moscow about IMF funding and advises the KGB on the moving of monies for its agents and operations in the West.”

      “CIRIUS we know, and then we have LYRA. If CIRIUS is our longest serving agent, then LYRA is our star agent. LYRA is a former Italian Member of Parliament and currently Special Advisor to the UN. British mother, Italian father: she was married to an American businessman who had close ties to the current US Administration. He died several years ago. Moscow believes that she is the KGB's eyes and ears inside both the UN and the White House. Her importance to the network can't be overstated.”

      “Next we have SCORPIUS. I know, that codename sounds very dramatic doesn't it, but it belies his commitment to destroying the KGB and the Communist regime. He's a former Nazi engineer, a protégé of Van Braun no less, who currently works at the Weapons Research facility in Hampshire, where he is part of a team heading the next phase of submarine delivered nuclear missiles. He passes his KGB control 'doctored' technical information about missile guidance and propulsion systems.”

      “Finally, we have PYXIS, a junior officer at the Government Code and Communications Headquarters outstation in Cyprus. He's of the post-war intake. He had family at Bletchley during the war. The Russians seem to trust him as the KGB is more and more interested in not only new technical code developments, but also who is listening to whom in the Middle East. Plus, there is the whole stable of sub-agents, couriers, safe-houses, de-briefing teams and of course the agent handling team. Not to mention the policy making and disinformation unit that provides the intelligence that we feed to the KGB. All in all, that's a pretty big operation to risk.”

      Porter leaned back in his seat, spent after delivering the revue of his agents. But it was only a brief pause. He shrugged and continued with the outline of his operation.

      “From the KGB's point of view, the agents of Constellation were perfect, high access, low maintenance. The only thing that concerned them was that not one of them was a thoroughbred, Russian born communist; they were all Western turncoats, and were therefore, by default, classed as completely untrustworthy and totally unreliable. But that's the Russian psyche for you; they see conspiracy and intrigue everywhere. They could have Stalin himself providing the intelligence and they'd still think he was a traitor. It's who they are.”

      There were several discreet rumblings of laughter from around the table. All the men recognized the truth in Porter's statement. He pulled a wry grin at his own wit before carrying on.

      “But – and it took a long, long time – the Russians began to see the merits of using these agents. They proved themselves again and again and again. Oh, not in the big things, but in the small details of intelligence. A piece of gossip that turned out to be factual, a sub-agent who allowed himself to be recruited, a shred of information that confirmed a piece of intelligence. The usual things. It was an operation within an operation. First to get the network recruited and then to establish their bona fides. And eventually the Russians started to have a little faith, and then a bit more trust, until eventually someone in Moscow was having a nice little career promotion on the back of Constellation's intelligence product. And that was when we knew that they had bought into us hook, line and sinker.”

      Porter could see Sir Richard, C, nodding in silent agreement. He knew that Sir 'Dickie' had been on the front-line of the espionage war during the second round of unpleasantness, running German agents first in Europe before 1940 and later running them back as doubles, and he knew the pitfalls from first-hand experience.

      “Constellation has been able, over the past few years, to influence Soviet policy on political decision making, strategic armed forces, missile strength and a wide variety of technical capabilities. At times we've made it appear as if the West is weak and at other times as though we are strong. Our aim is to keep the Russians off balance and thus far, we have been quite successful.” Porter sighed and looked at his hands; sadness had descended over him and C had recognized it immediately as the melancholy of the agent-runner. “They're my boys and gals, you see. I've borne them, carried them, bullied them and fretted over them in some of their darkest days.”

      Another pause for breath, then Porter once again hammered out his theory on what not to do, to save his beloved network. “Now to our options, as I see it, in my role as their controller. Simply removing those agents from danger, oh, were that it was at all possible. That would be the easy option, certainly, but I fear that even the slightest hint of something out of the ordinary would cause ripples throughout Russian Intelligence. The KGB is nothing if not suspicious of everything, even its own agents. We move them, and remember that's a whole network, questions will be asked by the Russians. Why are you all going to ground? What is this, a group holiday?”

      There was no laughter this time. They were into serious territory and they all knew it.

      Porter became more earnest, his voice taking on more authority. “If we alert them, again it will cause them to act out of character. Something they've spent many a year building up, to gain the trust of Russian Intelligence. A scared and frightened agent begins to do silly things, takes risks, and acts like a bloody nightmare. What we need to do is keep them operationally unconscious for as long as we can about this assassination team. Apart from anything else, one of Constellation's agents, LYRA, before she was widowed, was married to a very influential American citizen with close personal links to the hierarchy in the White House…the current President's Chief of Staff no less. Links she still retains to this day!”

      Masterman, who so far had shown very little interest in the whole briefing did, however raise an eyebrow at that. This portly, slovenly man must be one hell of an agent-runner to have such a prize of an agent, he thought to himself.

      “She's a very clever lady who believes that cooperation between Europe and America is essential for dismantling the Communist regime. If we declared the details of Constellation's work to the CIA, it would mean bringing forth details of American citizens working indirectly for us,” said Porter.

      “And knowing the CIA, they'd want to take over the whole shooting match,” said Harper, who knew from bitter experience how the Agency had a reputation for running roughshod over someone else's show.

      “Not to mention the considerable embarrassment that it would cause, not only between services, but also on a political level. We spy on our friends as well as our enemies. It would bring the whole house of cards down,” said Barton.

      “What about agent PYXIS? Why doesn't he make their list?” asked C.

      Porter nodded as if he had been expecting the question. “PYXIS is our new boy, Chief, and has only been active for a little over a year. Wherever the original intelligence came from, it appears to have been before he was recruited.”

      “I see,” said C. “Well, that's good luck for him – shame it can't be said for the rest of the network. Poor buggers.”

      “But that's not the most surprising thing about this recording. Far from it,” said Porter.

      “Well, what is Bernie? Come on man, speak up,” said Barton.

      “Well, Sir, it's the fact that only four of the targets mentioned are a part of Constellation. The remaining names don't have anything to do with us. They appear to be legitimate Soviet agents!”

      “Good Lord!”

      “Yes, the Diplomat and the Quartermaster. We seem to have run into a genuine Soviet intelligence operation,” said Porter, amused at the irony of it all.

      “And what do we make of the seventh target, this so far unnamed Russian Intelligence officer?” said C. “Surely if we go around bumping off each other's spies, it will cause no end of chaos between services.”

      Barton took out his pipe and lit it. He waved the match like a man with recently numb fingers and then ceremoniously tossed it into a nearby ashtray. “That is harder to manage I agree; after all there isn't much of a description of the man. More importantly, why do they want him dead? Agents, well alright, I can see how that may be expedient, we do the same ourselves from time to time,” he said flicking a brief glance down to Masterman's end of the table. “But it's a little extreme to start eliminating a fellow professional, even if he is a bloody Russian.”

      The men around the table all knew the unwritten rule of the intelligence business: no sanctioned killing of other service's officers, no matter how tempting it might be on occasion. They were professionals and after all such a lunatic action was only one step away from all out warfare. The Cold War was already at fever pitch and it wouldn't take much to tip the balance.

      C turned to Porter. “Anyone you know, Bernie?”

      Porter considered this. “Well, Sir, the Russian intelligence officer that runs several of the Constellation agents, sort of my opposite number if you like, has a reputation for being ruthless. Perhaps the Americans have tired of having to play against him. Of course it could be a dozen other KGB officers of equal experience, but without further information it's only guesswork about which one it could be I'm afraid.”

      C nodded. He knew that agents could, over the course of their careers have several different case officers; it was normal routine in the spy world. “Maybe you could have a dig about with your agents Bernie, see if there is anyone that fits the bill from their Russian contacts. At least if we can identify him we can make a more informed decision about whether to feed him to the dogs.”
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      They stopped for another tea break, a stretch of their legs and backs and a quick trip to the toilet for several of the older members.

      When they resumed it was C who moved the meeting on to the next phase. “So Bernie, we were talking about Constellation and how it is necessary to protect it. Perhaps you could share some more information about the time constraints that we have placed upon ourselves in carrying this out. I know that some of us are up to speed in this operation of yours, but it would rather help if you could lay out what you are hoping to achieve in the endgame.”

      Porter, refreshed and cleansed, once again leaned forward across the table and spoke with a quiet authority. “Gentlemen, Constellation is only one facet of this operation. It is in fact running in tandem with a much larger and more complex strategic intelligence operation. If Constellation is the means, then Operation SHREDDER is the end result.”

      Porter turned his gaze to Harper, the Director of Soviet Operations. “Perhaps you might like to take over from here, sir. SHREDDER is after all, under your direct control.”

      Harper nodded. The senior intelligence officer checked through his notes, made a small annotation, and began. “Thank you Porter. Over the past few years the Russians have been carrying out more and more aggressive operations and ramping up the tensions of the Cold War to unparalleled levels. Assassinations, rolling up of networks, plus the recent crisis in Cuba seem to have caught the West on the hop, which, let's face it, is an unenviable position for any intelligence service to be in.”

      The men around the table mused on the thought of recent Soviet operations, both military and espionage, and how many Western intelligence services had taken a beating on more than one occasion.

      “Well,” continued Harper, “after being in such a low position it was decided that an operation should be mounted, a long term operation. Its aim was to frighten the Soviet Union into a stalemate. I think that the phrase that was used at the time was that if you can't fight, then you should wear a big hat.”

      “Oh, I say, I rather like that,” said C, a sly grin spreading across his face.

      “Indeed, Chief. As you all know the thought of going to war; dare I say it, a nuclear war with Russia is something of a pipe dream by the hawks in the military. Nobody wants that. It would be the end of all days.”

      “It's why we do what we do, to stop the madness happening,” said Barton.

      “Agreed and Constellation has played a huge part in containing the excesses of the KGB and its subordinates,” replied Porter.

      “So what is the endgame that is so important Harper? What has Constellation been working for all these years?” queried C.

      Harper ran a hand over his smooth mane of hair, dislodging several strands before he hurriedly brushed them neatly back into place. “It's a bluff, pure and simple. A big bluff that says we are the scary ones so do not dare to challenge us. There is to be a meeting later this year, in the autumn actually; exactly when is just guesswork at the moment. What we do know however is that in attendance will be several senior KGB officers, senior officials from the Russian military and numerous members of the Politburo. The purpose of the meeting is for the KGB to present, in a sort of symposium I suppose, the latest evidence of Western powers arming to the hilt to stand against the Soviet Union arms proliferation.”

      “What will this evidence show?” tested Barton.

      “It will lay out in minute detail that we in the West have developed a range of inter-continental ballistic missiles and armaments that are far in advance of anything that the Russians have or are likely to have for the next decade. The evidence that is provided is expected to give the Russians pause, wrong foot them and make them reconsider any aggressive actions.”

      “And this false evidence comes from your Constellation network, Porter?” asked Barton.

      “Yes. Each of the Constellation agents has, over many years, provided a piece to a jigsaw that is leading to this final operation. On their own, these pieces of intelligence are meaningless, but put together – like a jigsaw – they make up a beautiful picture of a fully armed, technologically advanced and determined Western nuclear policy,” replied Porter.

      “So the survival of Constellation, both literally and figuratively is essential for the success of Operation SHREDDER. Is that a fair summation?” said C.

      “Absolutely. The ramifications of SHREDDER failing, being exposed or not believed, would set back our military and strategic advantage over the Russians by years. Something that I'm not sure we could recover from. Therefore, the survival and safety of Constellation is paramount, especially agents LYRA and SCORPIUS,” answered Porter.

      “Why those two agents in particular, Bernie?” asked C.

      “Because they will provide the final clues to the Russians, Sir. SCORPIUS will provide the technical evidence and LYRA the evidence of a more aggressive Western policy in that area. They are our two best agents within Constellation; they are trusted by the Russians and have proved themselves to the KGB again and again. If they confirm what the Russians have been told, then we will have a classic closed loop; namely intelligence supplied and authenticated by several members of the same network,” said Harper.

      It was a huge gamble; they all knew that, risking a long term intelligence operation on a very spurious deception plan. But then that was what SIS was there for: to take on the jobs that were harder than most.

      “And if it is a success, what is the outcome you're hoping for?” queried Barton.

      “Best outcome for SHREDDER is that we scare the living daylights out of the Russians and give them pause about their future actions. Second best outcome is that at the very least we set the KGB off against its military counterparts,” said Harper.

      “Explain?” queried C.

      “Well, the Soviet military machine, like most military organizations, always wants to have the best hardware and the latest weapons. If we can offer them proof that the weapon systems at our disposal outshine anything that they have by a country mile, then their military can't hope to compete with what they believe we have in the West. They will revert to type and try to dismiss the KGB's intelligence as rubbish.”

      “A case of if we don't have it, no one can have it. Their Russian generals will spend so much time bickering with the KGB that they'll cause an internal war. Excellent work,” commented Barton, rubbing his hands beneath the table with glee.

      “So it would seem that we are playing for some very high stakes. I must say I do rather like the subtlety and complexity of it all. I suspect it's the type of operation that we all dreamed we'd have the chance to run when we were toddlers in spy school,” considered C.
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      “So, the agents, what do we do next?” asked Barton.

      “There's only one thing you can do!” The voice when it came caused them to startle. Seated at the far end of the table was Masterman, who so far, hadn't been a contributor to the discussion. His voice was deep and filled with a military style authority. It was a voice that resolved disputes.

      The four intelligence bureaucrats turned to their colleague, but it was only the Chief who spoke. “Go on Stephen, you have a suggestion.”

      Masterman looked at them. “Thank you, Sir Richard. It seems to me that obviously we can't go cap-in-hand to the Americans and make it known that we have stumbled, albeit inadvertently, onto one of their operations. It would compromise our successful double agent network. Correct?”

      “Absolutely,” said Barton.

      “We can't pull them out of the game because that would send a warning signal to Russian counter-intelligence, I mean all those agents mysteriously disappearing at the same time. The same for putting a security cordon around them at close quarters. It's too invasive, too easy for the Russians to spot even the most discreet of bodyguards and far too risky. Besides, these extra agents could be a blessing in disguise.”

      “In what way?” asked the Chief.

      “Because it would make it easier for a good tracker to pick up the scent. These killers have to come out of hiding at some point, who knows, maybe we'll get lucky and they'll make a mistake whilst they are planning to hit one of the genuine KGB agents.”

      “Ah… and if the killers target the legitimate agents…” said Harper.

      Masterman nodded. “Exactly, no matter how distasteful it is I'm sure we'd rather have proper iron-toothed Russian agents being eliminated than our own network. We alert them or give them security of any kind, the chances are they're blown. We move them – they are definitely blown, which leaves us with only one feasible outcome.”

      “Which is?” enquired Harper.

      “We keep them in place and tell them nothing,” said Masterman.

      It was Harper this time who expressed shock, while Porter sat with his hands clasped tightly together, his brow furrowed in concentration in case he misunderstood what was being proposed.

      “You can't mean it. Leave them to this pack of wolf killers?,” replied Barton.

      “Yes, I'm afraid I do, especially if you want the network to remain intact and the deception operation to continue. If our counter-terror operation is successful, maybe we can get in there and turn these legitimate Russian agents, or at least have them rolled up and arrested,” said Masterman.

      Once again Barton was at his bullish best. “Well, you're the Head of Redaction, Masterman, this is your bailiwick… what do you have in mind?”

      Masterman knew exactly what he wanted. “A small team to track, identify, and eliminate these mercenaries. We hit them before they hit our agents. Hopefully,” he suggested.

      “You're talking about a counter-terrorist operation, to eliminate these killers? Lure them in and kill them. Bit risky for our agents, isn't it?” said Harper.

      “The agents are the bait, yes. And we prefer the term 'Redaction' for what we do,” replied Masterman.

      “Hmm… I bet you do,” said Harper. Everyone knew that Redaction had a reputation for the heavy work and for carrying out the rough stuff. It wasn't known as the 'Thug Squad' for nothing. “Do you have someone in mind?”

      Masterman nodded. “I do actually. He's a good man, very capable, very experienced. He'd fit the bill for this operation.”

      The Chief looked around the table. “What do you think?”

      There were nods of agreement. In reality it was the only option. Choice was a luxury they didn't have.

      “If you think your man can do it,” challenged Barton.

      “Oh, he can do it alright. He'll cut out these contractors like a surgeon removing a cancer. He'll leave you with a network still intact and operational, and the Americans won't even know we've been players in this game.”

      “You, of course, understand the protocols, Masterman,” said Barton brusquely.

      Masterman nodded. He understood them alright, had been made aware of them numerous times over the past four years as Head of the Redaction Unit. If it blows up in your face, you're on your own. If your people are lost, they better damn well shut up or put a bullet through their own heads. There would be nothing written down, no verbal command authorization; nothing that could be traced back to the Chief, and aside from the five men in this room there would no other witnesses.

      Everything would stop at and come from Barton, the Vice-Chief, who in real terms would be the cut out between 'operational tasks' and the Chief's executive level. For the sake of proprietary, the mission would be run under the cover of a 'training exercise'. It was to be plausible yet deniable, as their American Cousins would, ironically, phrase it.

      “So do I have the green light?” asked Masterman, looking around the room and making eye contact with each man.

      And with an imperceptible nod from the Chief, really nothing more than a slight inclination of his head in the general direction of the far side of the table, Operation: MACE, as it was to become known within the history of the Secret Service, was born.
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      WI/ROGUE and QJ/WIN began the contract as reactivated agents for the CIA by both heading for Germany. They had decided that, unless circumstances altered along the way, they would complete the killings in geographical order, hopping from one country to the next working down the body of Europe picking off targets on their list.

      They had a timetable and itinerary for each of the hits. From this they knew that they would be able to plan out surveillance of the targets and what type of weaponry would be needed. Both men knew that the biggest risk was traversing the various borders of the many countries that they would have to operate in. It was going to be difficult certainly, but not impossible.

      Following their initial meeting in Vienna, they had reconvened to a safe-house that Marquez had rented for them in Auvers sur Oise, a quiet village thirty kilometers from the center of Paris. The small chalet just outside the main town was overlooked by acres of woodland and came complete with a barn adjacent to the main building. It was quiet, isolated, off the beaten track and was perfect for hiding out and planning the rest of their operations. It was to be one of their main bases over the next few months. Once inside, they had spread out their target list in front of them across an old oak dining table and stared at the scale of the operation.

      “What about weapons,” asked Gioradze. “I could have a word with some people in Belgium, but it would need to be a big order for them to be interested.” The bullet headed killer knew that in order to accomplish the terms of the contract they would need a wide range of equipment, weapons that would be far beyond the range of small time gangland arms dealers whose limit would be an untraceable revolver or a few hand grenades.

      Marquez shook his head. “No, we keep our regular weapons sources out of the loop. You know these mercenary arms dealers; they're leaky when it comes to who's buying what and where. We could never trust that they wouldn't simply tip off someone in Russian intelligence and double cross us. Besides, we have an alternative option thanks to our American friends, although it will mean a short trip for you.”

      “Where?” asked Gioradze.

      “Up in north east Italy, near the Gorizia gap,” replied Marquez.

      The CIA had a hand in a secret project known as 'Gladio. Gladio's aim was to fund and run a stay-behind network in the event that the Soviets planned a full out invasion of Europe. The network spread across Eastern Europe and had access to a wide range of equipment, resources, personnel and weapons hidden in a number of concealed caches. Most of the weapons caches were deep in the forests of Italy, Switzerland and Belgium and were far away from prying eyes. Mr. Knight, their CIA contact, had given them the coordinates of several weapons caches that they could access. The two assassins studied the map and the coordinates and routes that would be needed.

      “We'll need silenced pistols, explosives, grenades, rifles, sub-machine guns. Take a bit of everything, that way we're covered for most eventualities,” said Marquez, drawing a circle around the three weapons dumps that they intended to 'dip' into.

      “The big problem is getting them stored away and across the borders,” said Gioradze.

      “It's something I've considered. Did you notice the barn out back?”

      Gioradze nodded. He had seen the old building as they had driven up the road to the rented property.

      “Inside is a VW camper van. It has specially fitted compartments that I had an old smuggling contact of mine in Paris rig up. It has three metal containers on the under carriage, two behind the seating and two over the wheel arches. Not large compartments, but big enough to stash a few rifles, pistols, explosives and grenades in,” said Marquez.

      The two men went out to the barn and Marquez gave the smaller man a tour of the secret fittings, allowing him to judge for himself the feasibility of the plan. After inspecting it Gioradze nodded. “Okay, it seems good. What about a decent route? The less entanglement I have with police or border guards the better.”

      “If you set off tomorrow and drive down past Lyon and cross the border into northern Italy. It should take you about ten hours hard driving,” said Marquez.

      “Wouldn't it be quicker to cut through Switzerland and then drop down into northern Italy?” asked Gioradze.

      Marquez shook his head. “No, the last thing we need is to be alerting the Swiss authorities. The Swiss are more thorough than the Italians. A flash of a passport, a quick wave and the Italian guards will just wave you through, whereas the Swiss if they smell something's wrong, will strip the van down to bare metal.”

      Gioradze nodded, accepting Marquez's wisdom. “Okay, then what?”

      “You lay up for the day. Sleep in the van and then visit the three weapons sites. All are in woodland, so at least you won't have anyone looking over your shoulder.”

      “And if someone does see me?”

      Marquez laughed. “I think you know the answer to that. You can't be captured or identified. Kill them.”

      “Even if they are part of the CIA's operation down there?”

      “The message I have from Mr. Knight is that this mission supersedes everything else. So just don't get spotted.”

      “And then?”

      Marquez shrugged and folded up the map before handing it to Gioradze. “You do the same in reverse. Take your time. Think of it as a slow getaway. You have five days to get there, get the weapons and get back here safely.”

      The next morning Gioradze had set off in his little camper van and travelling on a Swiss passport in the name of Blattner, began the long and dangerous journey south. Marquez had stood at the door of the chalet, gave a quick wave and then returned to his desk inside to make sure he had covered every part of the planning.

      They had enough real time intelligence in the files that the American had given them. They knew where the targets lived and their day to day routines, and only that morning he had made arrangements for travel and accommodation that they were going to use while they were in Hamburg, Lichtenstein and Zurich; the locations of the first three hits.

      What he didn't know precisely at this moment, and wouldn't until Gioradze had returned with his 'booty', was how they were going to carry out the respective killings on the targets.
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      Four days later the little Georgian returned. The camper van struggling to climb the hill that led to the barn at the rear of the property. Marquez immediately dropped what he was doing and rushed outside to open the archaic wooden doors so as to allow the van to drive straight in.

      The Georgian climbed out of the driver's side and shook his partner's hand. Marquez thought he looked like a man worn away from travelling across Europe in an old camper van that was stocked with illegal arms.
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