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        For Niki,

        Without whom the brave and beautiful Eunice 'Nikita' Brown would not exist.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “We penetrated deeper and deeper into the heart of darkness”

        Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness
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      OPERATIONAL/INTELLIGENCE/SOURCE – INTERNAL TERMINOLOGY PROTOCOLS/2846457

      Rogue Wolf: an operative, agent or source that has violated orders and is classed as out of control by their parent intelligence network.

      Redaction: terminology used to describe the assassination and state-sanctioned killing of enemy operatives, extremists and rogue agents.
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      ANTIGUA, CARIBBEAN – SEPTEMBER 1965

      The diver had spent the past week swimming along the same stretch of the Antiguan coastline. It was a beautiful stretch; clear waters, perfect vacation brochure beaches, quiet atmosphere. It was the perfect place to relax and maybe even to retire to. One day…

      And why not? he was older now, with the free time and resources to be able to do that. Maybe he would retire here completely, leave the USA behind once and for all. Maybe write a novel here? Be like that Fleming guy and write spy stories. Well, they did say write what you know about. Didn't they?

      Richard Higgins had once been one of the CIA's shining stars – in fact, he had risen to the lofty heights of Assistant to the Deputy Director of Operations. He had been a Cold Warrior of the old school. A spy's spy.

      Until the fall….

      To him, the fall was born out of duty and the desire to do the right thing. Some people, he was sure, viewed it as an act of revenge. And while many may have secretly sympathised with him, as professionals, they would cast a disapproving eye.

      Richard Higgins lifted his body out of the warm water and looked around at the coastline. There was nothing for miles, only tranquillity and peace. The only other 'neighbour' was a small sailing boat, bobbing about, anchored a mile away in the distance. It was seemingly empty.

      Should he go for another swim? Perhaps a bit further this time, maybe out towards the edge of the reef. Why not? Swimming was part of his daily exercise regime while he vacationed here. He jumped in the water again, feeling it swirl around his body and began to swim away from the shore with powerful strokes.

      The 'fall' had been forced upon him. The illegal operation that he had been a part of had come unstuck, the sources blown and the operation had come to the attention of the CIA. Higgins was left between a rock and a hard place.

      He had been called in and grilled by the interrogators from the Agency's Office of Security. He had held out as long as he could but it was a wasted effort. They already knew everything, anyway. It was a cluster-fuck.

      Then, while sitting in his interrogation room, at the 'Farm', the CIA's secure compound in Virginia, the door had opened and in had walked his erstwhile boss, the Deputy Director of Central Intelligence, Roy Webster. Webster was the second in command of the entire Agency, answering only to the Director of Central Intelligence himself.

      He had hated Webster on sight.

      Higgins had been given a choice. Tell us what you know and we let you retire gracefully and with full pension. Fuck us about and you'll spend the rest of your life in the Penitentiary.

      So of course he did as he was told. Really, he had no choice. His accomplices were dead and the illegal operation was blown sky-high. Better to retire with a few dollars to spend and try to rebuild his life post-Agency than to fight for a losing cause. He signed the usual confidentiality agreement stating that if he ever spoke out and embarrassed the CIA or the American government, he would be buried in the deepest and darkest hole they could find.

      So his life over the past four months had consisted of long walks, vacations and very little else. But he was okay, he could adapt… eventually.

      He had made it out to the farthest part from the beach; any further and he would be hitting the open ocean. For a man in his sixties, Higgins was wise enough to know his physical limitations and he decided to turn back, satisfied that for today, at least, his physical exercise was complete. Besides, it was nearly lunchtime and all this exercise had made him ravenous.

      It was when he was halfway back that he suddenly felt a huge tug on his leg, causing him to be pulled beneath the waves. His first thought was shark attack! But even in the shock of the moment, his mind was aware enough to know that there was no pain in his leg from a shark bite, no blood, nothing. It was as if he had been grabbed by a giant octopus.

      The shock of suddenly being pulled beneath the waves by this strong force made him gasp involuntarily and, as a consequence, he pulled a large amount of water into his lungs. He started to panic, his arms flailing, and his legs desperately trying to kick out as he was sucked down into the depths.

      But he couldn't kick out. Whatever it was that had him was incredibly strong and was pulling him further and further down. He looked around, letting his eyes acclimatise to being underwater, trying to see what kind of beast was determined to drag him down to a watery grave. He blinked and saw, not a monster of the ocean, but a human form wearing goggles, breathing apparatus and flippers.

      A frogman!

      The eyes behind the mask were invisible and the panicked reflection of Richard Higgins was the only thing that shone in them. The frogman was huge, strong, and powerful. He took a hold further up Higgins's legs, so that he had both of them wrapped up in one strong arm, restricting the panicking man's attempts to swim back to the surface.

      The only thing that Higgins could do now was to flail his arms to try to give himself some power. But his strength was ebbing, he was worn out, the last trickles of adrenaline had left his system and his body's oxygen reserves were almost zero.

      The frogman, aware of Higgins's situation, jerked on his body once more and began to pull him down towards the ocean floor. Once they had reached the bottom, and with Higgins exhausted, the huge frogman clamped one powerful hand around Higgins's throat and pushed him down on his back, onto the ocean floor.

      Higgins tried to gather up a last ounce of strength to fight back, but he knew it was useless. The frogman's hand was holding him in place, choking him, knowing that it would be mere seconds before death would come for his victim.

      The frogman continued to press down, putting his full weight onto the man's body. Higgins bucked and kicked a few more times, then, as his body went limp, the frogman began to relax the pressure. He knew that as soon as he released his grip on the dead man's throat, the body would start to rise to the surface. The frogman estimated that the dead man would be found washed up on the beach further down the coast at the next turning of the tide.

      And then it was done. The frogman let go and simply swam away in a different direction, leaving the drowned corpse to its own devices.
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        * * *

      

      Almost a mile away, the frogman climbed out of the water and into his little rowing boat that he had anchored up the coast. He stood to his full height of just over six foot five and stripped off his diving gear, wetsuit and goggles. Then he dried himself off and put on shorts, deck shoes, short-sleeved shirt and sunglasses. He had transformed himself into just another vacationer.

      His task, as requested by the CIA, was complete. It was the easiest million dollars that he had earned in a long time. He had been given the contract and had almost smiled at how easy it would be. No need for weapons, ammunition or any of the other tools of covert assassination. No, not this time. All that was needed was timing and pure brute strength. And he had that in spades.

      His other great skill was that he was able to make organised murder look like either an accident or natural causes. In this case, the body of the dead man would be found and it would be assumed that he had simply swum out too far and drowned, or had a heart attack.

      He cared not.

      But what he did care about was who he had killed today.

      The Agency had informed him that his target was a low-level agent who had blown an operation in Europe and needed to be removed. The name had been Phillip John, an American black market dealer in Berlin. But the moment that he had seen the photograph of his target, he knew instantly who the man really was. He knew because it was his job to know and that was why he was the best in the business.

      The target had been the Assistant to the DDO, Richard Higgins. The CIA had ordered the murder of one of its own senior officers. Now, that was a useful piece of intelligence that he had acquired… very useful indeed. Who knew, maybe one day he would be able to use that snippet of information for his own gain.

      But for now, he would store it in his vast memory, along with all the other useable intelligence that he had of the assassinations, espionage and general skulduggery that he had performed for the great and the good of the secret intelligence war.
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PALAIS DE LA MÉDITERRANÉE CASINO, NICE – MARCH 1973


      The casino at 3 a.m. was a subdued bustle of activity, tension and devil-may-care opportunity for the rich and powerful of Nice. It was half empty, the frivolous players having long ago retired to their hotels, suites and villas and only the most steadfast gamblers still remained.

      It was a world that Jack 'Gorilla' Grant had skirted around the edges of many times in his life, but had never belonged to and probably never would. In truth, he had no desire to, either. To him, being here dressed in dinner jacket and black tie in the early hours of the morning was just a job, nothing more. It was certainly not a place he would want to frequent by choice. In many ways, he regarded himself as something of an inverted snob.

      And what a job it was! He sipped at his glass of heavily watered down Black Label and turned his attention to the centre roulette table, one of six ornate tables that made up the main room. There was the usual assortment of old gamblers and losers, once-rich aristocrats now hoping to reclaim their former fortunes by luck and chance. But it was the man at the head of the centre table that drew the eye.

      He was of Hungarian descent, corpulent and middle-aged. His tie had been loosened and, even at this distance, it was obvious that he was sweating beneath the fine cut of his expensive suit. And while his face smiled openly, his eyes had the dead look of a midnight torturer.

      Scattered about at various points in the vicinity were the Hungarian's bodyguard team. They did nothing to blend in and, in Gorilla's not so humble opinion, a blind man could have spotted them a mile away. Gorilla thought the protection team were flagging. He knew that they had been on the go for several days now on their entertainment jaunt to the South of France. For them, it had been a whirlwind of excursions, lunch dates followed by hours of hanging around the hotel of the 'Principal', and then off out again for dinner at one of the most exclusive restaurants in Nice, before finally spending the last three nights at the casino. Add in the odd French hooker and the Hungarian kept his security detail on pretty much a full-time itinerary.

      Up until recently, the Hungarian had been a colonel in his country's security apparatus, but a recent defection to the French Secret Service, along with a host of intelligence 'product' that he had brought with him, had turned him into the SDECE's new best friend.

      Gorilla had been assigned this job several days early, presumably after the Hungarian had spent weeks locked away with his case officers, being de-briefed somewhere. This was the Hungarian's treat for being a good boy. Grant wasn't part of the 'official' protection team. The Hungarian's bodyguards had been supplied by the DST, the French internal Security Service. Gorilla thought that they looked sloppy and off their game, too busy chatting, preening themselves and being distracted by every woman that walked across the casino floor. Well, they were French after all.

      Gorilla was there as the eyes and ears of the French Secret Service, the SDECE. They needed a good man on point, able to keep an eye out should things get a bit violent and he was the contract man that people came to when things got unpleasant. He was also deniable if anything went wrong.

      The bodyguards and the Hungarian didn't even know of his existence. He was doing what he was good at, keeping out of sight, staying hidden and watching the scene with his gunman's eyes. In the trade, Gorilla's role was known as protective surveillance. If anything went down, the bodyguards would be there to whisk their VIP away to safety and protect him – or take a bullet for him.

      Gorilla, on the other hand, was there to run interference and do the killing of the assassin, quietly and unofficially, then disappear into the shadows once more. Beneath his jacket he had an official SDECE identification card in a false name and a 9mm Heckler & Koch P9 semi-automatic pistol.

      He had a perfect vantage point on the upper balcony, with a clear view of the gaming tables and the patrons of the casino. He could see the winners, the losers, the grifters and the hookers, all keen to latch onto the gentleman who had just had a big win. From a professional point of view, it was unparalleled. He had his back to the wall, perfect vision on the access and entry points, and if, God forbid, he should have to draw and fire, he had a perfect sniper point to take anyone down.

      But for now, everything looked normal. The gamblers were gambling, the bodyguards were pretty much switched off and the Principal looked happy, especially now that his 'date' for the evening, a tall, lithe blonde woman in her thirties, was snaking her arms around his waist in a seductive way.

      Gorilla took one more sip of his drink. It was good, but it would be the only one he would have tonight. Alcohol slowed you down, made your reactions foggy and, in Gorilla's line of work, seconds counted. Gorilla's mantra had always been that seconds could be the difference between a bullet in your head, or in the enemy's head.

      He glanced down as the cheer from the main table filled the subdued atmosphere of the room. Evidently the Hungarian had just won big! He was clapping his hands together like a fat child about to be let loose on a cake. The blonde hooker had slithered her way around to his front and was kissing him while his hands were running over her ass.

      He took a last sip at his drink and reflected on his working career. Over the past few years, things had gone well for Jack 'Gorilla' Grant. He had been recruited by the French several years earlier, after a series of prolonged meetings over many months, to work for them as a contract agent. He wasn't a full-time staffer, there was no way that the SDECE hierarchy would allow that, but for an experienced field agent and Redactor like Gorilla Grant, there were always rules that could be bent, if not broken, to ensure that he was on board.

      His reputation as an expert small arms specialist had preceded him and the French were always involved in some kind of skulduggery where an experienced assassin was needed. So far, it had been an interesting three years for him. He had an apartment in Paris, the pay was good and the 'jobs' were interesting, to say the least.

      He returned to his chore of scanning the crowd once more and observing his VIP for the night. It was then that it happened. And later, when his senses had returned to him and he was able to analyse the events clearly, he remembered that it was when the Hungarian threw his cards down on the gaming table that the event happened.

      Because, at that exact moment, the explosives beneath the gaming tables in the casino all detonated at the same time. There was the deafening crump of the explosion, then the numerous blast waves, a brief smell of airborne chemicals from the plastique… and then the screaming started.
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        * * *

      

      Up on the balcony, the blast had shattered the cocktail bar and had thrown Gorilla backwards, knocking a nearby table over onto him. But even in the fugue from the blast, he was still professional enough to roll with the shockwave and have his weapon drawn and up, looking for targets.

      He rolled onto the flat of his stomach, the upturned table offering cover and concealment for now. He flicked off the safety and kept his finger off the trigger until he saw a possible target. His ears were ringing still and the smell of smoke and burning flesh was nauseating. He could just make out the brutalised remains of the cocktail waiter and barman who had served him only moments before.

      Ignoring the scene of horror mere feet away, he forced himself to snake forward on his belly to peer down at the charnel house that lay beneath him. It was a maelstrom of bodies and blood. The explosives, while not large, had done enough damage in a small space to decimate the majority of the patrons of the casino. A woman in a blue cocktail dress had lost most of her lower limbs and was screaming, a tall black man was spread-eagled across a chair, clearly dead, his face peppered with metal. Elsewhere, bodies were strewn at unnatural and ugly angles.

      Then, at the far end of the room, the main doors to the gaming room slowly opened, causing the smoke to billow upwards in the draught. It was a dramatic entrance, almost biblical in its grandeur, thought Gorilla. He watched as three killers, armed with stubby-looking machine-pistols, moved in formation, spreading out across what was left of the large gaming room. Gorilla noted with a professional eye that they looked alert and precise. One man was guarding the exit door, ready to move or kill, while the others scattered around the room, looking for any survivors, fingers off their triggers but barrels pointed and ready.

      Then, through the black smoke of the fire, another figure emerged. One that was tall, slender and masculine and, like his cohorts, dressed in an expensive business suit. His face was covered in a black balaclava which completely hid his identity and in his hand he held a Russian-made Tokarev pistol.

      He gave a murmured order to his tame gunmen and they set about moving among the dying and the wounded – executing them one by one. Single bangs reverberated around the room, followed by screams, followed by more shots.

      The tall figure carefully made his way through the abattoir of bodies until he reached what was left of the centre gaming table. He reached down with one leather-gloved hand and lifted back a quarter of the wooden frame. Beneath it, disfigured but still very much alive, was the body of the Hungarian. The man was panting deeply; his body was hyperventilating and his clothes were covered in the blood and fleshy remains of his blonde escort. The hooker had taken the brunt of the blast.

      The tall figure crouched down and carefully, almost lovingly, wiped away with a gloved finger a smear of blood that had coagulated in the Hungarian's eye.

      “I… I told them nothing. I swear…” said the Hungarian, through blood-encrusted lips.

      The assassin gazed down at the burnt and broken man and said clearly, “Colonel, you did well to survive our little booby-traps. However, it is of no consequence. To betray me is to court death… and death has found you.”

      There was a moment of understanding on the Hungarian's face. The massacre in the casino had been carried out purely in order to get near to him and kill him. The assassin took a small, match-box-sized device from his jacket pocket and carefully placed it onto the Hungarian's forehead. He then squeezed the side of the box to activate the device and stood well back. The amount of explosives inside the box was small, minimal; it wouldn't even have blasted open a lock on a door.

      But against a human head it was devastating. One moment the Hungarian was staring back at his killer in horror, the next, there was a pop and the Hungarian's head had blown apart, leaving a bloody pulp from the neck up.

      Game on, thought Gorilla, as he raised his weapon, took a bead on the nearest gunman below him and fired, taking him out with a single, clean head shot. The killer dropped. Gorilla quickly turned his aim to the man nearest to the doors. The H&K barked three more times as he put rounds into the killer's chest.

      The final gunman was in position behind a marble pillar, but, with the execution of his team members, he had quickly sprung into action, darting for cover. It was only the tall assassin who remained stock still. He simply raised his weapon and pointed it in the direction of where the shots from the balcony had been fired from. He held his fire as, from that position, he wouldn't have been able to see the person shooting down on him anyway. Instead, he simply held the weapon in place, finger ready on the trigger in case a target presented itself.

      He looks like he doesn't care if he could be killed or not. That's some control, reflected Gorilla. Seconds later, he heard the heavy pounding of footsteps on the staircase that led to the upper balcony.

      Gorilla knew what was coming. He was ready. He simply rolled onto his back, braced his feet against the floor, knees bent, and punched out the H&K two-handed along the length of his body, between the 'V' made by his thighs. His trigger finger was ready.

      A figure wearing sunglasses and business suit emerged at speed towards the top of the staircase. Gorilla just had enough time to make out the shape of an unidentified machine-pistol before he fired, taking out the front of the gunman's cranium. The killer slithered to the floor and Gorilla heard the sickening thuds of his body rolling slowly back down the staircase.

      With the last gunman down, Gorilla rolled onto his stomach, then nimbly jerked his body up so that he was kneeling, protected behind the stone balustrade. He risked a glance and just in time caught the back of the tall assassin moving out through the service exit. As an afterthought, the man discarded the balaclava over his shoulder and went on his way, out into the night.

      Gorilla Grant was up and running, hitting the staircase, taking the steps three at a time, one hand guiding him on the handrail and one hand holding the H&K out front as a precaution. He hit the lower floor running, dodging in and out of the bodies and heading for the same service exit that the assassin had used. He shoulder-barged the exterior door open, his weapon up and searching for targets.

      The service exit led out into a side street at the rear of the Casino. He led with his pistol up and ready, scanning the dark street ahead of him. Nothing. Gorilla moved quickly, expertly, knowing that time was of the essence here. He searched the corners of the adjacent doorways, but again, nothing.

      He had a simple choice – left or right? The right led into a warren of side streets that made up the bulk of the buildings in the centre of Nice. The left led to the seafront and the beach. His reasoning told him that it should be to the right. After all, the assassin could get lost in the mazelike streets relatively easily, especially in the dark. But… there was something nagging at him. Call it a gut instinct, and Gorilla Grant liked gut instincts; they had kept him alive on many occasions.

      He paused for a second, slowed his breathing and listened calmly. Nothing… nothing…. nothing… and then there it was – footsteps moving at speed. In the distance for sure, faint, but heading off to his left, to the beach, to an escape route.

      His instincts took over immediately. He removed the old magazine from the H&K and slammed in a full one. A quick check to ensure that the weapon had a round in the chamber and he was off, running as fast as he could, determined to catch his quarry.
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        * * *

      

      The speedboat that was waiting for the assassin was a Phantom Venom 4-seater. It was small and it was fast and Gorilla knew that if the tall assassin reached his escape vessel, he would be gone within seconds.

      Gorilla had made it to the end of the dark side street and he burst onto the brightly lit main seafront. The first thing that he was aware of was the small number of passers-by coming to look at the smoke drifting up from the casino windows and, in the distance, the blare of sirens. The second thing was the dead DST bodyguards strewn over the official vehicles. Then his eyes sought out his target, the tall assassin. The man, his features still hidden to Gorilla, was walking calmly and purposefully down onto the beach and towards the waiting speedboat that was bobbing in the surf.

      No fucking way, sunshine, thought Gorilla. You may think you have control of this, but I'm here to spoil your day.

      Gorilla sprinted across the road, ignoring the late-night revellers who gawped at the sight of an armed man running at night, and jumped down onto the sand no more than twenty feet away from the assassin. Gorilla had the H&K P9 up and aimed. He had the back of the unknown assassin in his sights. He was lined up and ready when suddenly, the assassin did the strangest thing. It was almost as if he knew that Gorilla was there – almost as if he was expecting him. The assassin turned and threw what Gorilla thought was a grenade.

      Gorilla instinctively flinched and dived off to the side, landing hard on the sand, trying to avoid the inevitable shrapnel from the explosion. But this was no grenade that could kill and maim. At the last minute, Gorilla was aware of a small black object, the size of a soup can, landing mere feet away from him. Then instantly, there was a loud bang and a flash of blinding white light and, for the second time that night, Gorilla Grant's hearing and senses were temporarily knocked out. It was a stun grenade; non-lethal but effective, designed to disorientate, nothing more.

      Seconds later, the tall figure was standing over him, a silhouette against the white of the moon. The voice, when it spoke, was surprisingly deep, cultured and accented, like that of a European gentleman addressing an underling. Its tone was kind but authoritative.

      “I understand that you are the new me?” said the assassin.

      Gorilla, his hearing starting to return but still fading in and out, managed to make out the words, “the new me”. What did that mean? He flicked his head around and saw his H&K P9 lying on the sand next to him. If he was fast, he could reach it. He felt sure he could. He could end this now!

      “I don't take too kindly to people trying to take my crown. It has been earned over many years and it is not for you to take, Gorilla Grant,” said the assassin. Gorilla inched his hand along in the sand… inches away from the pistol… within reach, really… but his eyes never left the outline of the tall man standing above him.

      “Young upstarts must be taught a lesson. So here, let me be your teacher for tonight.”

      The shot was fast and literally came out of nowhere. Gorilla had been aware of the flicking of the elbows, a single flash as the gun barked, and then the pain in his hand. The pain was searing and he lost his mind and howled – whether in fury or agony, even he did not know. His hand! The bastard had put a 9mm sized hole in the back of his hand! Gorilla knew instantly what that meant. Small arms specialists like him with mangled hands were done, over, retired. Dead.

      Through tear-filled eyes, he glared at the assassin above him. “Come on, you bastard, just finish it. You've taken my hand so finish me off for good. Bullet to the head. Just get on with it,” said Gorilla, snarling.

      The assassin stared for a moment longer, as if unsure what to do, then lowered the gun and slipped it beneath his jacket. He remained staring down at his prey, considering the bloodstained man before him. The moment of calm was broken by the inevitable blare of police and ambulance sirens in the streets above, heading to the carnage at the casino. The assassin picked up the discarded H&K P9 and threw it wildly behind him, out into the surf.

      “Try to follow me and you die, Grant. You have my word on that,” he warned.

      Then slowly, calmly, he began to walk out into the surf, the water lapping around his waist as he reached the boat. A second figure rose and held out a hand, hoisting the assassin over the side and into the body of the vessel. There was a gunning of the engines as it started to move away from the shore. The figure of the assassin stood proud, unafraid and in silhouette against the dark moonlit night.

      Why didn't he kill me? wondered Gorilla. He had no answers. All he had was agonising pain and the realisation that he had been bested. He could do no more than watch as the speedboat began to gather pace and within seconds, it had disappeared into the night.
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      LEGRAND CLINIC, SWITZERLAND – JULY, 1973

      The LeGrand Clinic was ideally nestled amidst the breathtaking mountains and basked in the clean air of the Swiss Alps. It was a private clinic that offered in its literature, 'the best in top musculoskeletal rehabilitation, healthy aging and holistic repair'. It was one of the finest private hospitals on the planet and its clientele were composed of the rich and the privileged who paid for exclusivity and cutting-edge medical treatment.

      The fifty room private clinic (complete with state-of-the-art hospital facilities) boasted a Five Star restaurant, well equipped fitness room and a movie theatre and was set amid well-manicured lawns complete with heated swimming pools. In the background, the magnificent snow-crested Alps stood like a guardian to protect the recovering patients. It was a relaxing haven in an otherwise turbulent world and all serviced by an attentive and professional staff.

      Jack Grant sat on the open-air terrace, wrapped in a quilted winter ski jacket. LeGrand staff had provided all of these (for a fee) to ensure the safety and comfort of the clinic's clients. A half drunk cup of dark roasted coffee sat on the table before him. His mirrored sunglasses reflected the vista of the nearby mountains and his stillness could have appeared unnerving to the casual observer. He looked like a wealthy businessman taking a moment to reflect upon his recent medical misfortunes, but glad in the knowledge that he had found sanctuary at the LeGrand.

      In truth, he was bored. Jesus, this place was numbing his brain!

      The past four months had been an exercise in frustration for him. Since his last mission that had ended with the shootout on the beach in Nice, Jack Grant had been mothballed by the SDECE. As far as the French were concerned, he was a busted contract agent – literally and figuratively. His gun hand was shot to hell, hence the series of operations and subsequent physical therapy here at the LeGrand, and he suspected that the reason that they had kept him 'out of the way', here in the clinic in the Alps, was because they were seeing if he had lost his nerve. They wanted to see if the Gorilla was a man who could still offer them something.

      The only good thing was that the French had agreed to pick up the tab and get him fixed up with the best surgeons in Europe. They obviously still rated the Gorilla's worth in that sense. After all, every agent has a fuck-up from time to time. It's normal; it's part of the game. The most important thing is that they can come back from it. After all, a gunman and intelligence agent who can't do the job any more would quickly find himself out of work… or worse.

      There was no retirement plan in this game, no later life benefits. You worked and worked and retired under your own steam, or you ended up dead. Not that he was planning on retiring any time soon; he had too many good years left in him, busted gun hand or not. And he certainly wasn't planning on leaving the business in a wooden box, either.

      He drained the last of his coffee and got to his feet. He had had enough of staring at fucking mountains for one day, so he decided to walk across the gardens and back to his suite. He took his time and ambled. He was in no hurry to return to his luxury room overlooking a stream. In a very real sense, it had become his cell. He felt trapped here and wanted to get back to his own life, his own apartment in Paris… to get back to the work he did best.

      He spoke to his daughter twice a week, calling her private boarding school in Hampshire. Since his sister had passed away two years ago, Katy had been even more determined to have her father, her family, around her as much as she could. Grant had stepped up to the mark and between them, they had reached a happy medium. It wasn't perfect, and it wasn't the life that he truly wanted for her but, for the moment, it worked.

      Katy still thought that her father was an executive for one of the big oil companies, travelling all over the world, and he was happy to let her carry on believing that. They had the odd weekend away at the end of term, sometimes at his apartment in Paris, sometimes over to the USA, occasionally to Spain for a beach break.

      He was extremely proud of her and always enquired after how she was doing at school, what she liked, who her friends were. So far, her big things were science, David Bowie and horse-riding, but not necessarily in that order of importance. They had formed a bond over recent years that he never thought would have been possible; the gruff, world-weary dad and the pretty thirteen-year-old. God, he missed her.

      He walked past the reception, nodded to the receptionist and glanced over several brochures in the card holder. Apparently, a Card Club was being held that night – jeez! He was seriously thinking about organising an escape club to see if they could make it over the border!

      A few more nods to the 'inmates' and then he climbed the immaculately vacuumed staircase to his room. It was that time of the day when guests were out walking in the hills, strolling in the grounds or visiting their medical practitioners in the clinic, so, for Grant, it was a peaceful time when he didn't have to communicate with people for communication's sake.

      As he approached the door to his suite, his sharp, trained eyes noticed that something was amiss. He stood in front of the classically furnished white door and inspected its edges. His eyes stopped upon the corner by the hinge. The small piece of tape that he had fixed to the edge of the door was snapped. It was his own private version of an intruder alarm. He would always fix it in place after the housekeeping staff had completed the daily round of laundry, making the bed and cleaning. So, by 8.30 a.m., the 'intruder alarm' was always in place. And so far, in all of his time here, it had never been broken. Until today.

      His hand instinctively reached for the pistol that wasn't there, either on his hip or in the shoulder holster underneath his arm. He scolded himself and clenched his fist in anger. He knew that something wasn't right. Was it an old operation that had come back to haunt him? Was the SDECE's security leaky and the enemy had finally penetrated it to eliminate one of their best operatives? Whoever it was, they had made a clumsy attempt at entering and had been found wanting. Well, bad news for them!

      He placed the key in the lock and readied himself to take down whatever was waiting for him in the room. As the key turned, his hand grabbed the handle as he simultaneously pulled and pushed. He burst in, key in his hand, ready to flail and slash and stab.

      The room was as he had left it that morning; neat, tidy and with the panoramic vista of the mountains that always amazed him. Except… except for the seated figure outlined against this dramatic backdrop, who said, with just a touch of mischief in his tone, “Ah. I've been expecting you, Gorilla Grant.”
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      “You know, we wouldn't do this for just anyone.”

      Jack Grant always thought that the man had the look of a French Dean Martin about him, that smooth and easygoing manner wrapped up in an urbane and charming persona. No wonder the women fell at this guy's feet. He was the epitome of the cultured French intelligence officer.

      Paul Sassi was anything but ordinary. A former Major in the 3rd Foreign Parachute Battalion, he had fought against the OAS in Algeria and was now a senior officer of the SDECE's Action Service. His department's responsibility was running a series of contract 'action agents' for the French Service – all at arm's length. You wanted a deniable job doing, Sassi's unit could get you the man or the woman. Sassi was the man who had personally recruited Gorilla Grant and had run him as an agent for the past three years.

      Sassi was sat waiting, his back to the window and the Alps framed in the background. He causally tossed a glossy magazine that he had been flicking through onto the glass coffee table in front of him. “Almost four month's convalescence, all expenses paid, the best surgeons in Europe… It shows you how much we value you, Jack. How's the hand mending?” said Sassi, his voice smooth and welcoming.

      For an answer, Grant opened and closed his hand slowly, wincing as he did so, his discomfort evident. Even after all these months of surgery and physical therapy, he still couldn't bring all the fingers together at the same time. It was like watching a windup toy slowing down. It was slow and clumsy.

      The assassin's bullet had entered the back of his hand just below his index finger, close to the web space of the thumb, severely damaging the radial nerve. It had only been by a miracle of a few millimetres that it hadn't severed it completely. A centimetre to the left and the damage would have been beyond repair. The surgeon had told him that a direct hit to the radial would have resulted in loss of feeling and loss of grip strength, and in that statement Grant knew that would mean he would never be able to hold a gun or a blade with that hand ever again.

      Following the surgery on his hand, he had been immobilized in a cast-type splint for a further eight weeks. That had been the easy part. What had come next was torture. Rehab had taken a further five weeks.

      Three times a week, his rehabilitation had consisted of working with the physical therapy staff, who would move the joints to help him make a fist and straighten it out again, as well as opening and closing the fingers. He worked on grip strength, squeezing a ball, putty, and then moved onto fine motor skills, picking up specific objects with finger and thumb. His current forte was using chopsticks, something that he had never been able to do effectively in the past.

      His regular Physical Therapist, a pretty blonde girl with a West Virginia drawl, called Courtney, told him that PT didn't stand for Physical Therapy – “It really stands, Mr Grant, for Pain and Torture.” Judging by the regular sharp intakes of breath as she manipulated his hand, he could agree with that.

      Sassi looked over at him and nodded, concern etched upon his face. No case officer likes to see one of his best men incapacitated. Grant sat down on the leather sofa in the middle of his suite and sighed. ”They tell me that I will be able to use it in time, but that it will never have the fine motor skills that it had before the bullet tore it up.”

      “You need anything?” asked Sassi.

      Grant nodded. He knew what he had to do. Jack Grant had quickly come to the shattering realisation that he would never be able to shoot with his right hand, his natural hand, competently ever again. For a man of his skills and reputation, it was the same as an opera singer being struck dumb. “I need to retrain, Paul.”

      Sassi looked confused and swung an arm out expansively, gesticulating at the luxury location around them. “Merde, Jack, you have the best of everything here. We've given you top rate surgeons and the best physical therapists…”

      “I don't mean that.”

      Sassi paused and let Grant's serious tone sink in. “Okay. Explain.”

      “I need to be operational again. It's who I am, what I do. What I'm good at. But even I know that this…” he held up his hand, “is beyond hope.”

      Sassi had to admit that while Gorilla Grant had been an exceptional intelligence operative while he had been under SDECE control, it was his skills as a paid assassin that he was valued for the most. Sassi had been coming under increasing pressure from his senior command at the French Secret Service to cut the little Englishman loose. “What is one Englishman who can fire a pistol?” they argued. “Any bloody fool can pull a trigger, damn it, Sassi!”

      But Paul Sassi had stood his ground and fought for his agent. The trouble was, the voices were getting louder and more vehement and he was not sure how much longer he could keep his top gunman safely tucked away in this mountain retreat before matters were taken out of his hands. He needed Gorilla Grant back working or he would be 'retired'.

      “Okay, I'll ask again. What do you have in mind and what do you need?”

      So Gorilla told him.

      Sassi looked at him, wide-eyed and not a little sceptically. “And you think that you can do this?”

      “I'll have to. I don't have any other options,” said Grant. “What about getting operational again?”

      Sassi stood and smiled. “One thing at a time, mon ami! Let's not try to run before we can walk. I'll get you what you want. You just be ready and waiting.”
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        * * *

      

      A week later, a parcel arrived by special courier and was delivered to his suite. Grant had been expecting it for days. He knew what it contained and was eager to get to work.

      In the seven days since he had last seen Sassi, Grant had upped his training regime. He still kept his PT work for his injured hand, Courtney was as strict as always so he had no choice, but he also began to introduce a private regime to strengthen his left hand.

      But subterfuge came naturally to Jack Grant. He needed to be strong again and, in order to do that, he needed to feel a modicum of pain. Over the past week he had carefully, and out of the vision of Miss Courtney, flushed away the painkillers that he had been taking for the past few months. He needed them out of his system, needed to wean himself off them. He would rather have the pain than the numbness that the drugs provided. Drugs slowed your reactions down and made you sloppy. He wanted to be his own man again.

      Inside the parcel from Sassi was a Beretta 1923 which had never been one of Grant's favourite guns, even with a good shooting hand. But that in itself was no problem. He reasoned that if he could make his new shooting method work with a gun he hated, he could more than make it work with a gun he was comfortable with.

      Along with the pistol came two spare magazines, a cleaning kit, plastic holster and a dozen boxes of 9mm ammunition. There was also a little private gift from Sassi; a box of Cohiba Cuban cigars.

      Over the past few years, they had become Gorilla Grant's secret vice. Sassi knew that Gorilla liked to savour them and would smoke one to relax and unwind, and it had been their little tradition that at the end of every successful operation, a fresh box of cigars would be delivered to Grant's apartment.

      The final thing the parcel contained was a note which said: I'll be back in three weeks. I'll send a courier every week with a fresh batch of ammo. For your sake, get practising. Enjoy the Cohibas. Sassi.

      He started slow, started small. For the first day, he did nothing but hold the empty gun in his left hand, getting used to its grip and how it sat in his palm. There was no other word for it but weird. It was the equivalent of learning how to write with your non-natural writing hand. Then, when he felt as comfortable as he could, he stood in front of the bedroom mirror in his suite. Dry-firing was the poor gunman's bread and butter training drill. It was free and gave you the opportunity to instil muscle memory.

      The pistol was in a cheap holster attached to his left hip and, in slow motion, he moved his left arm in a fluid action. When he had a good grip on the butt of the weapon, he carefully pulled the gun up and out and then, when it had reached a point parallel to his pectoral muscle, he extended it out in a straight line. He needed the motion of a perfect right-angle; straight up the side of his body and punched out in front.

      Then he re-holstered. Then he did it again and again… and again… slowly at first, but then getting more confident. Baby steps, Jack, he thought.

      It took him a full week's work to get comfortable with those baby steps and, by the end of the first week, he was fast and smooth to the draw. The second week was his literal trial by fire. Dry-firing was all well and good, but it was hits on targets that counted. So every day Grant took the long walk out of the clinic and out into a private patch of land nearly a mile away. He never passed a soul on these illicit forays, the location was that remote.

      He had set up a basic shooting range at the edge of a forest consisting of a cardboard target nailed to a large tree. He began at close range, no more than a few feet and slowly, over the next few hours, he gradually began to back up until finally he had reached the thirty feet mark, the extreme of effective close-quarter shooting.

      To an observer, it would have looked as if this crazy man who was shooting out in the forest had never held a gun before in his life, he was that slow. But Grant knew the wisdom of this; slow and steady wins the race. He had to undo everything that he had known about drawing and firing and start again. What had once been an almost instinctive and natural way of shooting without thinking, had been replaced by a conscious thought process. It was the brain's way of over-compensating, re-wiring itself and working that much harder in order to accurately hit the target. At the end of the day, he packed up the target and the kit, cleaned the gun and trekked off back to the clinic.

      On the second day, he jogged down to the 'shooting range' and spent the day working on quick draws. Then he sprinted back to the clinic. On the third day, he once again went for his now routine run and spent the day working on situational shooting – moving and firing, stepping off-line and shooting at multiple targets and then the obligatory run back to the clinic for a shower and some fresh food. By the end of that week, not only was his shooting more accurate, but he felt fitter and more confident in the role of a left-handed gunman.

      He had worked out a system of drawing the weapon, dealing with stoppages, two-handed shooting, one-handed shooting, reloads – in fact, the whole gamut of techniques that he expected to use in the future. Once he was satisfied that he had an effective shooting system, Gorilla stood in the calm of the forest and, for the first time, lit up one of the Cuban cigars that Sassi had bought him. It was his reward for all his hard work. He savoured its flavour and sucked in its aroma.

      Then he stuck it in the corner of his mouth, chomped down on it and reloaded the gun. “Once more,” he said out loud, standing square onto the target, ready to draw. “Just for fun.”

      At the end of the month, Sassi came to visit him to see how his agent was recovering. They took a walk down to the shooting range and Grant had Sassi sit on a log in the centre of a half circle of trees, six in all. On each tree, he had nailed a cutout cardboard target.

      Grant walked away from the target area, twenty paces, then stopped and faced Sassi. Grant's face was set in a grim mask of determination and concentration. He saw nothing but the targets. The Frenchman was an irrelevance.

      Sassi, to his credit, remained impassive. He had been under fire in combat before and he knew the level of skill of the 'Gorilla', but it still gave him pause, even if he didn't outwardly show it.

      “Give me the word when you're ready,” called Grant.

      Sassi nodded, swallowed once and then said, “Aller!”

      Gorilla moved, walking at a steady pace, hands by his side. He was calm. And then, in his mind's eye, he was in the middle of a scenario, armed attackers coming at him, an innocent bystander at their centre. The draw was smooth and confident, his left hand snaking around his body to the left hip of his jeans, guiding the hem of his shirt out of the way, and then the weapon was up and out, pointing straight ahead at the nearest target. His right arm acted as a rest, to steady his aim. His thumb flicked off the safety, his finger was off the trigger, ready and waiting.

      In the old days, his first close-quarter battle instructor had always instilled in the students the CQB rule of 3: “When entering a kill zone, always shoot the first one that moves: he's engaged his brain and is now a threat!”

      Gorilla shot the first target; a double tap to the head. A target to the side got the same treatment. Then another. He dropped out the empty magazine and slammed in another with his right hand and then the Beretta was up and on target again.

      “Next,” said the instructor in his memory,” shoot the men nearest to you. They are close enough to attack you! They must be eliminated.”

      Gorilla was ten feet away when he shot out the targets either side of Sassi. The Frenchman felt the whisper of the bullets as they passed him by, heard the crack/whump as they hit the targets. He was almost upon Sassi, they were nearly touching.

      “Finally,” said the instructor in his memory, “shoot everyone else that is left! We don't want them to get into the fight; we want to take them OUT of the fight!”

      Gorilla pivoted left and fired at the last remaining target. The two holes appeared as expected, in the head.

      Grant stood with the weapon pointed down. He stripped out the magazine, cleared the chamber and placed it gently on the log next to Sassi.

      Sassi looked down at his watch. “Impressive, twenty seconds. Not bad for a 'lefty'.”

      Grant grinned. “I could probably get that faster. Problem is, you gave me a garbage piece of hardware to work with, Paul.”

      “Okay, okay,” conceded Sassi, smiling. “You've proved that you've still got it.”

      Grant frowned and shook his head angrily. “I've proved nothing, except that I can make it work in a controlled environment. Going out into the field and doing it against a live opponent is another matter. For that, I need new weapons, ones I'm used to, not this hunk of junk you've given me here,” he said, flicking a look at the old Beretta.

      “Okay. Leave it with me. I have something in mind that I'll think you'll like, something a bit special.”

      Grant cocked his head quizzically. He knew better than to try to push Sassi; the intelligence officer enjoyed being enigmatic. It was what made him such a good spy.
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SDECE – ACTION SERVICE HEADQUARTERS, PARIS – AUGUST 1973


      La Piscine was the informal name for the Service de Documentation Extérieure et de Contre-Espionnage, France's external intelligence gathering and covert operations organisation. Nicknamed 'the pool' because of its close proximity to the swimming pool belonging to the French Swimming Federation, its actual address is on the Boulevard Mortier, on the 20th Arrondissement in Paris.

      But even within this most secret of establishments in the French capital, there is another address that is even more covert. This belongs to the Action Service of the French intelligence agency and is based out of an old Fort at Noisy-le-Sec, a fifteen minute drive away from SDECE headquarters.

      From here, the spies, agents and 'hard men' of the Action Service are sent out to infiltrate, sabotage and assassinate enemies of the state. Everyone from OAS terrorists to Communist agents had been placed under the intelligence microscope. And it was here, on a sunny spring morning, that Paul Sassi climbed into his standard black government issue Citroen and drove into the centre of Paris.

      That morning, he had been summoned to the office of Colonel Delgarde, the current head of the Action Service. As usual, the Colonel had been in a bullish mood, something that didn't usually bode well for his officers for the rest of the day.

      “An operation is in the offing, Sassi. It's all highly classified. This one comes all the way from the top, way above the DG of the Service. This one came from the Minister himself. I want you to lead this operation,” the Colonel had boomed across the office, as Sassi watched him pace like a clockwork soldier. And that had been it. Sassi, with his usual focused mind, had set about reading the intelligence packet that the Colonel had given him.

      However, he wasn't quite sure why this new operation had put the Colonel in such a foul mood. It was only later, when he sat in his small office surrounded by the trophies of wars gone by – unit photos, medals in frames, a knife that he now used as a letter opener – and then read the documents enclosed, that he understood.

      He skimmed them once, and then read them through in detail twice. At the end of it, he whistled in surprise. The Colonel was a serious man, loyal to his department and Sassi knew that he didn't like his operatives being used for someone else's political agenda. Sassi had been involved with politicians long enough to know that when someone high up wanted a 'dirty job' doing, they didn't care about the professionals doing the work or any collateral damage, they only wanted results that would save their own necks.

      It had been the final line in the intelligence packet that had really hit home and had also been quite revealing: this operation should be handled by third party agents at 'arm's length' and should be 100% deniable. No SDECE officer should have a direct involvement in the field.

      It was clear that the operation called for a deniable operator, someone professional, covert, but good enough to get results quickly. For Sassi, there had been no need to think about who he would choose.

      Judging by the intelligence in the files, it seemed that fate had decided who it was to be. The coincidence was staggering, especially to an intelligence officer like Sassi who didn't believe in coincidences. He knew instantly that he would bring his best freelance agent back into harness. He would call back Gorilla Grant.
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        * * *

      

      Sassi met with his agent later that day at a café on the fashionable Rue du Château d'Eau. Gorilla was already waiting, had been for the past thirty minutes before Sassi arrived. Both men looked like successful businessmen enjoying an afternoon café noir to discuss a potential business deal. It was relaxed but professional, ties loosened but jackets still on and unbuttoned.

      “Here, I have a gift for you. Something to complement your new left-handed gun skills,” said Sassi, pushing over a small black attaché case across the table. “Have a brief look now. You can have a more detailed look when you get back to your apartment.”

      Grant took the attaché case, popped the locks and opened it just enough so that he could make out its contents. He raised an approving eyebrow, nodded, and then resealed the case. He would inspect it in detail when he was back in his apartment.

      “I think this piece of 'equipment' will be perfect for you. I ordered three, all configured for left-handed shooters. You have this one here. The others are secured in safety deposit boxes, one in Hong Kong and the other in New York, for when you find yourself in those parts of the world. For now, think of this one as your 'European' gun,” said Sassi.

      “Thank you,” said Gorilla.

      “For our best men, we always offer the best resources. That's how much we value you, Jack. Looking after you following that hit in Nice, the hospital, rehabilitation, the whole care package, getting you back into the field. We recognise your worth,” replied Sassi, patting the other man gently on the arm.

      Gorilla cocked a quizzical eye at the Frenchman and smiled. “Are you flattering me, Paul? Because normally, when a Frenchman starts down that path of flattery someone usually ends up getting fucked. And to be honest, you're just not my type!”

      Sassi laughed despite himself. He had always liked this quiet, tough little Englishman. He was a good covert operator but, more than that, he was a man to be respected.

      “I have a job for you, something that I think you would enjoy. We want you to track a man, find him, hunt him down. He's dangerous, the best in the business. But we think you'll be able to succeed where others might fail. We think you have an edge, a better motivation than some of our other agents.”

      “I think, old son, you'd better explain,” said Gorilla cautiously. He sipped at his coffee, his eyes scanning around to make sure that they weren't being watched. Talking details out in public always made Gorilla wary.

      “We think we've identified the assassin on your last job in Nice, the man who shot up your hand. We want him found and we think you're the man to do it.”

      “I'm in, tell me everything,” said Gorilla without hesitation. His brow was already starting to furrow; he could feel the anger rising in himself.

      “You may not feel that way when you find out who it is.”

      “I don't care who it –”

      “It's Caravaggio.”

      “Fuck!” said Gorilla Grant. Talk about spoiling his good mood.
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        * * *

      

      The man codenamed Caravaggio, and unofficially known among the intelligence networks as The Master, was a crème de la crème intelligence agent and assassin who had been involved in the covert operation business since before the war; a gentleman spy, a ruthless killer, a Cold War ghost. In the small milieu of the intelligence networks, he was the stuff of legends. It was said that he could get to even the most secure and hidden targets anywhere in the world – and he never failed to fulfil a contract.

      And, like most legends, the stories of his exploits seemed to reach fantastical levels with every decade. Frequently, he was said to be operating in different parts of the world at the same time, usually against several opposing factions of the same conflict.

      He had the ear of the Chairman of the KGB, he had assassinated several high ranking Nazis with his bare hands, and had kidnapped politicians and held them for ransom almost throughout every decade. There was also a rumour that he had been a double and triple agent so many times throughout the Cold War, that not even the intelligence agencies were sure who he was actually working for. He was successful enough to pick his own contracts and name his own price, which was always high. He was a most dangerous man.

      And, despite all of these interconnecting strands, he was still now, some forty years later, unidentified. Nobody knew his real name and the people that had once seen his face had long since died – many in violent circumstances. His personal security was impeccable and his cut-out list was extensive. Unless you knew the right people and their people and their people, there was no way that you would even be considered for an audience with The Master.

      CIA, KGB, SDECE, the Italians, Chinese… Caravaggio had contacts in almost every intelligence network. He had worked on every continent, had been at the top of his game… and then he had disappeared.

      Grant thought back to the shootout on the beach all those months ago. What was it the assassin had said – “I understand that you are the new me”?

      He decided to press the thought further with Sassi. “Why would he know about me? I assumed he had retired years ago, or was dead. I've never even operated against him, as far as I know!”

      “Well, whatever the reason, he's evidently heard of you. It seems that you've been making a splash on the international circuit and among the intelligence networks and that you've caught his eye,” said Sassi.

      Grant nodded. It was certainly possible and, without blowing his own trumpet, he had acquired a reputation as an effective operator over the past few years. Probably, and to his own knowledge, there were only a handful of agents on the planet that could match Gorilla and his skills. It was a small pond that he operated in. He had been involved in everything from taking down agents and covert courier work, to good, old-fashioned 'redactions'.

      “So why do they want him? Why now?” he asked.

      Sassi shrugged, seemingly unconcerned about the reason, just how it was going to be completed. “He has acted against French targets, against the France national interest. The Elysée Palace has had enough. The most recent threat is that we have intelligence to believe that this man is plotting to assassinate the President.”

      “Of France?” laughed Grant.

      “Of course!”

      “Piss off! Why would he do that?”

      Sassi shrugged in the way that bored Frenchmen do. “Who knows? Perhaps he's crazy, but I doubt it. Chances are he's working for a big payday to bring him out of retirement. Either way, it's irrelevant. It's a mission. It's your mission if you want it.”

      “Just me? A plot against the President of France and you're sending one solo British gunman after him? Really?”

      “Don't be ridiculous, Jack. Of course we aren't. We have every resource in the French Secret Services looking at this, not to mention the anti-terror police, the military, all of them. But this is an agency-wide covert operation. Clandestine all the way. The operation is being run directly from the President's office. But you are my man, a contract agent for the Action Service, and I want you to start the hunt to track him down and terminate the threat independently of the police, military or the rest of the SDECE.”

      Grant nodded, but he didn't believe him. But that was okay. In Grant's opinion, there wasn't an intelligence officer alive who didn't lie to his agents at some point. It was expected, it was normal. But Sassi was usually a straight shooter as far as he knew, so whatever he had been told, he seemed to believe.

      Besides, reasoned Gorilla, if he wanted honesty and fair treatment, he should have got a job in a convent. All Gorilla Grant wanted was to do what he did best and be operational again, and if that meant going up against one of the greatest assassins of the age, then that's exactly what he would do.
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      When he had first decided to settle down in Paris, Grant had leased a three bedroom apartment in a quiet side street that was two blocks' walk from the Seine. He had spent money on it and had bought only the best to fit it out; décor, furniture, the latest TV and stereo entertainment systems. It was a subtle and tasteful bachelor pad that, as much as anywhere, he was happy to relax in and call home.

      He let himself in, scanned the room, threw the keys into the little ashtray that he kept on a ledge by the door and sat down on the couch, placing the attaché case on the coffee table in front of him. He flicked open the locks and studied the equipment inside.

      There was the pistol itself, which had a threaded barrel to take a silencer. The accessories consisted of a silencer, leather inside-the-waistband holster designed for covert carry, a shoulder holster, a spare magazine pouch, two magazines, a cleaning kit and two boxes of ammunition. There was also a complementary double-edged boot knife in case the operative wanted to go all old school and bloody.

      Grant took out the pistol first and examined it.

      The ASP 9 was a single stack, double action 9mm semi-automatic pistol. It had started life as a variant Smith & Wesson 39, Gorilla's old gun when he had been employed by the British in the 1960s, and had been the brainchild of a shadowy gunsmith from New York known within the intelligence milieu as 'Mr Theodore'.

      Some said Mr Theodore had worked for the CIA before going freelance and producing high-end weaponry for professional and discerning clients. Mr Theodore had taken a number of S&W 39s and made up to two hundred modifications to them. He had narrowed it down and shortened the original frame, then he had removed the sights and re-fitted it with his own unique version, the Guttersnipe sight, which were specially designed for close quarter instinctive shooting.

      The Guttersnipe sight consisted of a groove-like channel that ran along the top of the pistol and narrowed towards the muzzle. Inside the grooves on the three sides were triangular shapes that were designed to focus the eye to the channel's natural target. The principle was simply that the sight's 'choke point' would allow the shooter to direct his aim instinctively, without consciously looking at them.

      Grant wasn't too sure about all that. He was very much an instinctive gunman of the old school, so to him, there was nothing new in the sighting principle. Besides, most of his targets were at bad breath distance, anyway and nine times out of ten they never even saw him coming.

      Mr Theodore had also instigated a clear magazine and grip so that the gunman could see how many rounds were left. All in all, it was a unique weapon designed with covert carry and shooting in mind. Grant chamber-checked the ASP to make sure that it was safe and then spent ten minutes manipulating the actions on the pistol to get a feel for it, noting how the safety and magazine release were geared for the left-handed gunman.

      Very nice, he thought. Whoever Mr Theodore was, in Grant's opinion the man certainly knew how to make a covert quality firearm. It was like his old 39 but more discreet and niche.

      The final item inside the case was a brown manila folder that would contain an intelligence briefing pack, plus passports, IDs and cash and credit cards made out to a fictitious name. He pulled out the intelligence briefing pack and studied the papers inside.

      Everyone in the trade knew the name of Caravaggio; he was the epitome of the fictional super-spy – part Sidney Reilly, part James Bond and part Scarlet Pimpernel. He had been a 'name' since before the war, and yet there was still very little actually known about him; at least as far as the French intelligence service was concerned.

      He was reputed to be a freelance intelligence operative with no localised affiliations, responsible for numerous assassinations both sides of the Iron Curtain, one hundred percent ruthless and never known to have failed at a mission. One source described him as a 'playboy assassin'.

      There was a list of the known operations that he was rumoured to have taken part in, some for wartime German intelligence and a couple of vague and blurry photographs that could have been Mickey Rooney or Babe Ruth, or anyone for that matter. He flipped a page and ran down a list of possible contacts, most of whom were dead.

      The most interesting notation was from an unnamed source, which, in Grant's experience, usually meant that it had come from signals surveillance. There had been a partial transcript of a conversation between two men; one from a number registered in the Mediterranean and one in the United States, more specifically the state of Louisiana.

      The voice of the male from the Mediterranean had been run through the voice analysis systems of whatever intelligence unit had captured it out of the ether. A hit had come back and correlated from a similar one that had been captured from a soviet telephone call in which the name 'Caravaggio' had been identified. The date of the call from the Mediterranean to the USA was listed as three months earlier.

      Grant frowned. Voice analysis was something way outside of his knowledge, and he suspected that even now in the 1970s, it still wasn't one hundred percent accurate, no matter what the experts had said. But what seemed clear was that they had voice-analysed and confirmed that the male was Caravaggio and that he had some connection to an individual in Louisiana.

      One of the intelligence monkeys at La Piscine had run a search on the USA number and had narrowed it down to a club in New Orleans called The Pink Lady. The club was owned by a man named Armand Guillame, a retired arms dealer with connections to several intelligence networks. It wasn't much to go on, but it was the only lead that he had at the moment and really the coincidence was just too much. There had to be a connection. Maybe this slim lead would be the first step in tracing Caravaggio.

      Grant put in a call to SDECE operations and told them what he wanted. Once it had been confirmed, he put the phone down and decided to shower. Twenty minutes later, he was out and checking his watch. 5.30 p.m. He picked up the phone again and dialled the international number of the all-girls boarding school in Sussex, England, heard it ring and waited.

      He got through to the school receptionist first and asked for his daughter by name. It was a spur-of-the-moment call, a family emergency. Could he speak to her for a few moments?

      He was told to hold the line and then, five minutes later, he heard, “Hello… Daddy? Is everything okay?”

      “Hi, love,” he said. “Everything is fine. I knew they wouldn't let me talk to you if I just said I wanted a quick chat. You know I'm only supposed to call on the weekend or in an emergency, so…”

      “Oh, Daad… They'll go mad here if they find out!”

      “I know, I know, I'm terrible. But it will be me going to hell, not you, so don't worry,” he laughed. “How's everything there?”

      “Oh, fine. Latin is soooo boring, but I've decided to try out for choir practice so that's cheered me up this week.”

      “All the girls okay?” he asked. 'The girls' were Katy's little group of friends. They had a Hannah, a Neve, an Ella, a Phoebe and some other names that he couldn't remember off the top of his head.

      “They're fine. Two of them had a row the other day and I had to sort it out,” she said. That was Katy, thought Grant, always wanting to solve problems.

      “Okay. Good. You need anything?”

      She said that she didn't. “When can I come and visit again? I love France.”

      “Well… look, that's why I'm calling. The office wants me to go away on a work project for a few weeks, maybe as long as six weeks. I'll call in when I can but it might be a bit sporadic. But once that's done, maybe we can go on a little vacation, maybe Spain for a week in between terms?”

      “Sure, okay… Spain sounds cool!” she said, giggling with excitement. “Where are you going, anyway?”

      “Oh, somewhere boring and hot with terrible food,” he said jokingly. “Remember that time when –” He heard a voice in the background; it was undoubtedly one of the Year Heads at the school trying to hurry Katy along.

      “Oh Dad, I have to go. It's Miss Davies. She's a horror monster!”

      “Oh. Okay, love. I'll talk to you soon. I miss you. I love you,” he said, hating the fact that the call to his little girl was so brief.

      “I love you too, Daddy. Oh and Dad?”

      “Yes?”

      “Don't forget to get me a present! Preferably two! 'Bye, love you!”

      End of call. Kids! Typical!
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      HOTEL ALBA, VIA DEL CORSO, ROME

      The hooker rolled the black silk stocking carefully up her long, slim, tanned legs and attached it to the garter belt that would hold it in place. For the past thirty minutes, she had been naked as she cavorted around the luxury hotel suite with her 'client' for that night.

      'Cavorted' was probably the wrong word; he had tried his best to grab and grope her. She, on the other hand, had tried her best to remain flirty whilst still keeping him at bay… at least until the sedative that she had slipped into his drink had taken effect.

      She had hoped that a combination of the nakedness of her slim body, the freedom of being out from under the watchful eyes of his 'minders' and the potency of the champagne would distract him until the drug kicked in, which mercifully it had a few minutes before.

      The client was, in fact, a Major in Iraqi intelligence whom she had seduced in the hotel bar. She had caught his eye, flirted, been invited for a drink and then dinner. The hotel room was a natural consequence of the chain of events.

      The Iraqi had dismissed his two-man security detail for the evening, so that he could have this dalliance with this beautiful Italian woman. It had been easy to seduce him and slip the sedative into his drink – embarrassingly easy, in fact. She just wished all of her jobs were this easy.

      In truth, she wasn't a hooker. She wasn't even Italian. Her cryptonym was 'Nikita' and she was one of the best bounty hunters and freelance intelligence agents in the business.

      She continued dressing, slipped on a midnight blue cocktail dress and stepped into her high heels. She smoothed out the creases in the dress and admired herself in the mirror. What she saw was a medium-height woman, slim and athletic of build, and with the pale complexion of the redhead. Her red hair made the green eyes in the pale face stand out and many a man had fallen for those emerald eyes in her thirty-five years.

      She reached into her purse and took out a standard pair of police handcuffs and fastened one end to the sleeping Iraqi's wrist and clicked the other end to the steel-frame headrest of the bed. The snoring Iraqi was going nowhere.

      She counted that he was her thirtieth target over the past few years. His crime? He had been responsible for the assassination of a group of exiled Iraqis living in Paris. One of the men's brothers, an exiled Iraqi who had turned his knowledge of the Middle East oil industry into a successful consultancy business, had paid for the Iraqi intelligence officer to be tracked while he was visiting Europe.

      And that was when the bounty hunter known on the international circuit as Nikita had been hired. Find him, track him, capture him, and don't ask questions to what happens to the target after the capture. Those were Nikita's four work rules, and so far in her career they had worked pretty well. Although she guessed that this particular target wouldn't be doing any prison time. Revenge usually involved body disposal, eventually.

      She sat down on the end of the bed, picked up the suite's telephone, dialled 9 for an outside line and then keyed in the contact number she had been given. The phone rang the customary three tones before it was answered by a brusque voice.

      “Yes.”

      “It's Nikita. The package is wrapped.”

      “Problems?”

      “Never,” she said.

      “Of course,” laughed the voice. “Can we collect now?”

      “Absolutely. Room 324. I will be waiting,” she replied.

      “Good work, Nikita. Our people will be there soon.”

      The call ended and she replaced the handset. She reasoned that the clean-up crew would be knocking on her door within the next thirty minutes. She looked out at the lights that poured down onto the Via del Corso. Thirty minutes, just enough time to have a glass of champagne. After avoiding the Iraqi's efforts at groping her, and then shanghaiing him, she reckoned that she'd earned it. So that's where she sat waiting, sipping her drink, watching the traffic and listening to an Iraqi spy sawing logs in his sleep.
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        * * *

      

      Eunice 'Nikita' Brown had been born thirty-five years earlier in Virginia, USA. Her father had been Captain Melvin Brown of US military Intelligence, G2, and her mother, Katya, had been a nurse at a local hospital that specialised in wound care treatment for US servicemen.

      Her mother's family had escaped from the Bolsheviks in 1919. They had settled in America and, from an early age, her mother had taught Eunice the Russian language. Katya always referred to her little girl as 'my pashtuka', her little cowgirl.

      Eunice had been a good girl, but there had always been a wild child element in her, even from an early age. Once she hit her teenage years, she had become a fully-fledged rebel. Many a time, her father would travel into town and drag her away from the motorcycle gangs that she was hanging out with. There was no messing with his thirteen-year-old daughter, he wouldn't allow it. He loved her, but he would not tolerate her hanging out with what he considered 'James Dean wannabees'.

      Not that Eunice couldn't handle herself. Hell no, her father had seen to that and made sure she could fight boys older than her. Many a boy had earned a busted nose from trying to get too fresh with Captain Brown's daughter behind the local liquor store. Eunice could certainly pack a punch. Her father said it was the flame-red hair that gave Eunice her temper.

      Her greatest friend was her little brother and, even though she loved him with all her heart, Eunice knew that Stevie wasn't like other little brothers. The other kids called him a 'retard' but Eunice preferred to think of him as 'special'. He was sweet and loving and the two of them would spend endless hours lost in each other's company.

      One day, Stevie had wandered off into the woods. Daddy was away and Momma had panicked when she had seen that his room was empty. Eunice had literally just stepped off the school bus when her mother had come rushing out.

      “It's Stevie, its Stevie… he was in his room and now he's gone!” Her momma was frantic. The Sheriff was notified and a search party was hastily organised to find the special kid that had gone missing.

      Two hours later, Eunice had had enough of sitting on her hands, waiting in her bedroom for news. She had set off in the dark with a torch and a pocket knife for emergencies, using the tracking skills that her father had taught her. She knew Stevie better than anyone, knew how he thought and how he moved. She knew his limitations – where he would go, where he wouldn't go. And, more importantly, where he liked to go when he was sad.

      She had found Stevie two hours later, sitting down by the lake, rocking back and forth. He was scared and lost.

      “I fell, Euney. I fell and lost my shoe,” was all he said.

      She slipped an arm around him and hugged him tight, then led him back home… back to a house full of Momma's friends, the neighbours and the odd policeman. It was Eunice Brown's first 'tracker operation'.

      Daddy had been away a lot. She never knew where he went, only that whenever he returned after months away, he would have a cool suntan and bring her and her brother exotic presents. Papyrus paper from the Middle East, tribal masks from Africa and Buddhist beads from… hell, somewhere.

      Then one day, she and Momma received the news that Daddy wouldn't be coming home. A mission, they had been told. Missing in action behind enemy lines. Daddy was gone. Momma had hugged her and Stevie to her chest and they had all cried.

      Eunice remembered the funeral well; full military honours, but with a closed casket. Whatever had happened to Daddy had been bad enough not to let his family see him one last time. She remembered the words spoken by the soldiers and the men that Daddy had worked with. War hero. Patriot. Brave man. They meant nothing to her. He was just Daddy… her Daddy. The man she loved the most.

      Momma hadn't coped well at all. In fact, she had been a mess. A widow, and looking after one teenage daughter and an eight-year-old who had special needs. It had all been too much. She had had to stay at home and live off her widow's pension and then the grieving and the pain had started, followed by the drinking and the long spiral downhill into depression.

      Almost a year to the day of her husband's funeral, Katya Brown had hanged herself out on the hill. It had been the place where her husband had proposed to her all those years ago.

      After her mother's death, things moved fast in the life of Eunice Brown. She and Stevie went to live with their paternal grandparents on their ranch in Bedford, Virginia. It had been a healing time for both of the Brown children, made that much easier by the love of Papa and Mama Brown.

      There were long summer days and nights of playing, crying, mourning and learning to live again. Stevie would always stick close to home, to his grandma, but Eunice was more adventurous and would often go out in the woods with her grandpa, where she learned to hunt, track and shoot with the old man.

      Financially, the children were well taken care of thanks to their father's army pension, and while Stevie was provided with a day facility at a care home for children, Eunice was enrolled in Randolph-Macon Women's College in Lynchburg, Virginia.

      Papa Brown, a retired US Deputy Marshall, got her a summer job working for a local private investigator/bail bonds firm that an old buddy of his ran. Her work was mostly office-based; after all, Virginia was no place for a young gal to be messing with criminals and hoodlums. But even there, she was smart enough to see a pattern in an offender's modus operandi and run a detailed trace, gather information from surreptitious telephone calls or run a bit of camera surveillance on a suspect's car. Papa Brown declared her a natural.

      She had thrived at Randolph and graduated with a Double Major in Psychology and Classics. Still unsure as to what she wanted to do in life, and with no real direction, she applied for and was accepted into a civilian position with the recently formed Defense Intelligence Agency, working as an intelligence analyst. Up until that point, the ratio of women employees compared to men was small within the DIA, but a language skill is always a great leveller in the intelligence world.

      The remit of the DIA, unlike its civilian counterpart the Central Intelligence Agency, was to acquire useable military intelligence material for the American military.

      Thanks to her fluent Russian, Eunice was soon fast-tracked to work in the US Embassy in West Berlin for the next three years. And, while much of her work was office-based translation and information analysis, it did provide Eunice Brown with two important things that would help her on her later career path. First, the DIA had enough trust in her to grant her top secret clearance, and second, it gave her a practical exercise in the working of intelligence operations. So it came as no surprise when, a year later, she moved from the military branch of government over to the civilian side of operations, namely the CIA.

      After her training period at the 'Farm', the Agency's training facility in Virginia, Eunice Brown had spent the next two years on a series of European postings. In the late 1960s, the CIA was leading the way with the use of women as field agents and, while it was still frowned upon for female operatives to be at the cutting edge of things, there were still opportunities for women agents to assist with operations. But, on the whole, they were resigned to following their male counterparts around.

      And then there were exceptions like Eunice Brown…

      Eunice had always had that independent confidence that enabled her to handle stressful and high conflict situations; her experiences had made her one of a kind, unique.

      It was in 1968 that she made her reputation within the Agency and it came in the form of one Colonel Sergei Lvov. Lvov was an old school KGB thug who had been the bane of both CIA and SIS network operations in Berlin at one time. He was a tough, no-nonsense operator whom the Agency both feared and respected. To gain the knowledge that he had would be gold dust for them.

      It was inevitable, then, that the Agency would make a 'pitch' to try to recruit him. What was more remarkable was that Lvov accepted; in fact, he damned near snatched the hand off the CIA officer leading the recruitment.

      “What took you so long to ask?” he grumbled. “Of course I will work for America. It is my dream.”

      The CIA man thought it was Lvov's greed and taste in Western prostitutes that motivated him, rather than the inner workings of democracy.

      The double-agent operation lasted for a profitable two years, until it was feared that his cover was blown and his life was in danger. The radio traffic said that the KGB spy-hunters were on the trail of a traitor in the KGB Berlin Station and the net was closing in.

      The CIA wasted no time and set about implementing its emergency escape plan for Lvov. But the station personnel were stretched and time was running out. The only man capable of extracting the Russian was a good twelve hours away by plane and it was feared that it would be too late by then.

      It was the Berlin Operations Base Station Chief who received a knock on his office door late at night. He had been poring over options in the Lvov extraction and so far, it wasn't looking practical. His men would stick out like a sore thumb if they tried to bring out the Russian, and the CIA officer who had direct control of the op was stuck in an airport somewhere. Fuck!

      So he was surprised to see his newest Station Officer, Miss Brown, standing over him with an operational plan in her hands. She placed it carefully down onto his desk and said, in her sweetest southern twang, “Sam, I think I would like to go and bring our boy home, if that's alright with you?”

      Sam, the Station Chief, had almost flung her out. Then he read Eunice Brown's operational plan and changed his mind instantly. An hour later, he had approval and the operation was a 'GO'. Eunice Brown would be the officer bringing the agent out from behind the Iron Curtain.

      She had been infiltrated in under cover of darkness in classic style, armed with only her wits and several sets of false papers. She had met her contact on the East German side and had been dropped off at the proposed rendezvous – and that was the last that the CIA heard of her until two days later, when she had safely delivered her agent to a CIA safe house in Helsinki.

      How she had ended up in Helsinki after being dropped off in Germany was still a mystery, and how she had completed this seemingly impossible task was, to many in the CIA, still a highly classified secret. All that the Agency handlers knew was that a very happy former KGB officer had arrived in one piece in what must have been one of the most daring extractions in the Agency's history.

      “That Nikita, I love her,” cooed Sergei Lvov to his de-briefing team.

      “Nikita who?” they had asked?

      “The woman, the red-head. I don't know her true name but to me she will always be my Nikita,” he had said. And the codename had stuck with the love-stricken KGB man; 'Nikita' Brown, the sassy Agency officer who had gone in behind the Iron Curtain to rescue one of the CIA's best intelligence sources. Her legend was created, and she became a specialist in the Clandestine Services for tracking and extracting people from dangerous situations and environments.

      Several more successful extractions of High Value Targets later, and Nikita Brown decided her time as an Operations Officer was over. There was no angst, no soul-searching; she simply recognised that being one small part of a big, cumbersome organisation like the CIA was no longer the life she wanted. Her challenges lay in a new and different direction.

      There were men in her life, of course – Eunice was a beautiful, attractive woman – but none of them stayed around for long, either because they couldn't cope with the challenge of her, or because they failed to keep her interest. Maybe it was a little of both.

      She decided that her career, at least, lay in the direction of the US Marshal's Service based out of the Las Vegas Field Office. If she thought the work that she had completed so far with the DIA and the CIA was tough, it was nothing compared to what the Marshals had to deal with. Eunice Brown spent three happy years hunting down criminals, tracking killers and providing close protection to her principals as part of the US Witness Protection program. She excelled at the work and even her senior officers had to acknowledge that she had an uncanny affinity for this type of work. She was a natural born hunter.

      Then came the shootout that ended her career. It was a raid for a wanted felon, nothing she hadn't done a hundred times before. Like most of these things, it was a dawn bust. The felon had burst out of the rear of the house just as Eunice had been about to enter. She had taken a .45 to the gut before a fellow US Marshal had killed the man.

      She had spent a month in the hospital, having nearly bled out on the day of the shooting, but the surgeons and the nurses had brought her back. The surgeon who had operated on her had declared to his staff, “That's one tough broad!”

      She made some big decisions while she was confined to the hospital bed. Papa Brown, now in his nineties, had come to visit her and brought with him a stack of his old western novels and magazines to read. “Come home, Euney. It's where you belong. Come back to Virginia,” he had said, holding her hand.

      She had said she would think about it. She knew that he had been on his own, rattling around on the ranch, since Mama had died several years before.

      When Papa had gone, she had started to read through the old magazines and books. They were stories of the old West, of gunslingers, cowboys, bounty hunters. She read about a man named Tom Horn, who had apparently been a legend. Horn had been a soldier, cowboy, range detective and man-hunter. Eunice devoured the material over a period of two weeks. By the time she was due to be released from hospital, she knew what she was meant to do. She would do what she knew best and what she was good at. She would be the modern Tom Horn.

      She resigned from the US Marshal's Service and moved back to Papa's ranch in Virginia so that they could look after each other. When Papa had passed on that summer, Eunice had moved her brother to an expensive private care facility where he would receive the best treatment. He would come and visit her during vacation time and they would spend time together at the ranch, like they had done when they were children.

      But Eunice knew that she had to start getting her work life in order. She 'set out her shingle' and began working for herself, turning Papa's old study into a small office space for her business. A phone call here and there, and her reputation with senior CIA officers at the Agency soon ensured that 'Nikita' Brown was the go-to man-hunter and tracker in the freelance intelligence business.
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        * * *

      

      She had spent six weeks tracking the Iraqi intelligence officer all over the planet. The man had obviously been on a whirlwind tour of 'friendly' spy networks, countries that were sympathetic to President Hussein's regime. So far, Eunice had spent a lot of time in the Middle East and North Africa, tracking her target. So this brief visit to Rome was obviously part of the man's rest and recuperation period… his own treat for all his hard work.

      That was what she had counted on. Snatching him would have been difficult in somewhere like Tunisia or Libya; not impossible, but difficult. But here in Rome, away from an array of Arab secret services, it was a walk in the park for someone with the skills of Nikita Brown. She gathered as much information about his personality and movements as she could, before she made her approach. She had seen the type of whores that he liked, tall and coquettish, and she altered her appearance to suit the role. After that, it had been the flirtatious approach, the subtle word and the seductive murmurings that had ensnared the Iraqi.

      She took a final sip of her champagne and put down the glass.

      There was a gentle knock at the door. She stood and walked across the suite to open it. She knew it would be the clean-up crew disguised as hotel room cleaners. They weren't her people, not the ones she would normally have sub-contracted, and they worked directly for the client who was paying for this whole operation. Once the Iraqi had been captured and removed, her part in the whole exercise was finished.

      She opened the door and stood back, aware of several dark bodies moving into the gloom of the room, each carrying items to help move the sleeping body covertly out of the hotel and into a waiting van.

      The final man who entered was pushing a large laundry trolley. The exit method. Nikita watched them as the crew went to work, unshackling the man and lifting him into a body bag.

      “How long will he be out?” asked one of the clean-up crew

      She shrugged. “About another hour or so, I would guess. Have fun.”

      The man started to say something else, ask another question, maybe. Whatever it was, she didn't hear it. She had already left the suite and was on her way down the elegant corridor to the elevator.
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        * * *

      

      Two days later, Eunice Brown landed at John F. Kennedy International Airport after a direct flight from Rome. Despite the horrendous flight time, she still looked elegant, dressed in a dark trouser suit and open-necked white blouse, her high heels clicking along the concourse as she made her way to the internal flight terminal that would take her south to her home.

      It would be another two hours before she touched down in Preston Glenn Field Regional Airport in Lynchburg. Then she would take the bus to the car park and pick up her red 1968 Ford Mustang Fastback with the souped-up V8 engine. In the trunk, as always, were the tools of her trade, secured in a locked box: a Remington pump action shotgun with pistol grip, a Smith & Wesson .38 revolver, a spring cosh, several boot knives and an electric stun gun. She never left home without them.

      Even driving fast, it would be another hour before she reached the tiny backwater town of Bedford, Virginia and arrived at the ranch that was her home. And then, finally, she would sleep.
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        * * *

      

      The telephone rang at exactly 8.30 a.m. the next morning. It was the start of her working day.

      “Yes?” she said.

      “Nikita?” A man's voice. She knew who it was instantly.

      “Yes,” she confirmed.

      “This is Gibbs.”

      “Good morning, Mr Gibbs, how can I be of help today?” Her tone was businesslike, professional.

      Gibbs paused. He knew that he had to get this right. He needed the skills of the contract agent Nikita. He also knew how independent she could be. That was the problem of having someone who was an expert in their chosen field, especially in a trade like Nikita's. They could accept your offer, but they could also refuse. “Something important has arisen. We have an assignment for you, if you are interested.”

      “What type of assignment, Mr Gibbs?”

      “It's a Track and Recovery operation, a High-Value Target. We have made all the arrangements for you.”

      She frowned and her voice became curt. “Mr Gibbs. Nobody makes arrangements for me. I conduct my own planning.”

      “I understand, I merely assumed…”

      “Then please don't assume. That would be a mistake.”

      Eunice had no time for Gibbs. He was the worst kind of shark in a suit, someone who had never been at the front line. In fact, most of his career had been spent pushing paper and climbing the greasy pole of power, but he still felt the need to tell people who did their jobs day in and day out, exactly how to do them.

      Gibbs ran a company called Executive Information Services, or EXIS for short, which was housed in an anonymous office building in the centre of Washington. It portrayed itself as an independent corporate security consultancy with a range of high-end exclusive clients. In truth, it was a CIA front company that handled a range of 'dirty' off-the-books operations solely for the Agency. EXIS's mantra was 'plausible deniability'. Gibbs was its operations manager and head honcho.

      “I apologise. We were just trying to stay ahead of the game. This operation is most urgent,” said Gibbs, his fingers tightening around the telephone receiver in anger. Goddamned freelance agents, he thought.

      “Courier over the information that you have and I will give you an assessment by the end of the working day,” said Eunice. Her voice was that of a woman very much in control of the situation.

      “Of course, I'll get right on it. And the price?”

      “It will be my usual fee plus expenses. I'm not a carpetbagger, Mr Gibbs.”

      “No, of course not. I'm sorry if it came across that way. I will make sure that you receive the files by lunchtime,” stuttered Gibbs.

      “If it plays out and I think it is feasible, I will be on the road the next morning. Agreed?”

      “Yes, of course, I –”

      “Goodbye, Mr Gibbs.”

      He heard the phone click dead in his hand. In his office, Gibbs replaced the receiver in the cradle and sat for a few moments in silence, trying to calm himself and waiting for his anger to subside. He hated… hated… being talked to like that by an agent, either freelance or one under control, it made no difference. It wasn't what he was used to.

      The fact that Nikita was a woman, a good-looking woman to boot, made it all the more irritating. But at this point in time he needed her – or, more accurately, he needed her undisputed skills.
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      Gorilla Grant had flown into LaGuardia on a false Canadian passport and had stopped long enough in New York to refresh himself and to 'clear' the American ASP pistol from the safety deposit box in the bank in Manhattan.

      After that, it had been a flight the following day, direct to New Orleans. He hadn't worried too much about the ASP in his checked luggage, as he had forged paperwork to prove that it was registered in his false name and that he was competing in a pistol shot tournament in Louisiana. Aside from that, as long as it was secreted safely away and out of reach during the flight, no one cared.

      He had booked himself into an anonymous hotel in the French Quarter. Upon entering his room, he had immediately flung open his window and had been assaulted with a cacophony of aromas ranging from manure and fish, to diesel and jasmine. It had been a disconcerting experience for the first few hours. With the smattering of the French language, New Orleans patois and the architecture of the buildings, it was as if a little piece of a French or Spanish colony had been transported into the Deep South of America. Nevertheless, he had dumped his case and set out into the evening, determined to explore.

      Gorilla could see why New Orleans was nicknamed 'The Big Easy'. There was a kind of carefree tempo to the place, a shedding of reality that was replaced with the sultriness of forbidden opportunities. It was his first time in the city and so far, he had blended into the atmosphere and the rhythm of the streets. He had taken his time getting used to the city, especially around Canal Street, with its bars and hidden corners. In another context, one not work-related, it would have been his chosen location to relax and unwind.

      He'd even had a chance to watch the street people whilst sitting in the infamous Café du Monde, where he had indulged in the iconic beignets, café au lait, and a glass of straight bourbon. At this time of year, there was humidity in abundance. It was something that Gorilla had never had a problem with in the past, until he had spent a night here. Now, his skin felt saturated.

      As Gorilla had walked through the French Quarter, down along Canal Street, he found that strangers kept coming up to him, wanting to talk to him. At first, he thought it was someone aiming to get 'physical'. After the third or fourth approach, when a young woman came up to him and asked him if he wanted a little hash and said there was a party going on and would he like to come and see the real “NEW-OR-LEENZ?” Gorilla reasoned that the people of New Orleans were just very friendly and liked to meet people who were new in town.

      At least that seemed to be the case, which was just as well because Gorilla had his ASP hidden under his jacket and his cut-throat razor in his trouser pocket, in case the friendly ones faded away and were replaced by the type who underestimated him physically. So far, that hadn't been the case.

      La Dame Rose, The Pink Lady club, was located just off the main strip of Bourbon Street and was actually three bars in one. The street level was the main bar for the tourists. The second level up was where the Latin music bands played and it was known for its rough clientele, for whom fighting in the middle of a set was the norm. The third level was the most shadowy. It was dark and sultry and was the place where the couples, hookers and their clients would go for privacy and intimacy. It was the norm to see half-dressed people and hear the moans of pleasure from the dark alcoves. Its walls seeped with lust.

      The Pink Lady was owned by a man with a worrying reputation in New Orleans. Armand Guillame was a fifty-year-old Creole nightclub owner, gangster and arms dealer. He had a violent past and had spent five years doing prison time in Angola. Word had it that he had done bits for the CIA in the '60s and had made a name running arms to the anti-Castroists. It was also rumoured that he was one of Caravaggio's most trusted emissaries.

      Guillame was the man who could contact the Master; the man who could set up contracts, make introductions and set the terms if need be. He knew where the bodies were buried. For all that, he took a cut of the final contract fee. If anyone knew how to find Caravaggio, it would be Armand Guillame. Not that he would just roll over and spill his guts easily, but Gorilla had a way of loosening tongues from even the most reticent of informants.

      As it was early afternoon, the Pink Lady was closed and while the citizens of Bourbon Street were out and about at this time of day, it was quieter than it would be when the night came. Gorilla chose the wisest and most practical option for a covert entry – a window at the rear of the building that gained him access to the men's toilets on the ground floor. There was no subtlety going on here, no tools or Government Issue 'lock pick' guns. He simply smashed the glass open with a brick and flipped the latch. It had been embarrassingly simple.

      The ground floor was a normal bar that had obviously seen a heavy night – glasses still uncollected, chairs at awkward angles. But aside from the smell of stale beer and whisky, things seemed pretty normal. Gorilla moved towards the stairs, taking a quick glance around. Nothing. Silence. He moved up cautiously, pulling out the ASP and holding it close to his body in a retention position in case things started to get 'noisy'.

      It was when he reached the top of the stairs that he saw the body. Gorilla scanned the dimly lit and expansive room; the tables, chairs, bar and, of course, the stage. Splayed out on the stage where the band would play, and looking for all the world like a five-pointed star, was Armand Guillame. His head was hanging back over the lip of the stage, causing his throat to be raised prominently. Gorilla approached cautiously, the ASP leading the way, and then he bent down to take a closer look at the body of the dead man.

      On the left side of Guillame's neck, just below his ear, Gorilla noted that there was a perfect puncture wound the size of a small button. A bead of blood had formed there and coagulated. It looked like a red full-stop. Whatever had killed him had to be long, thin and sharp, so as to be able to penetrate to the brain and cause an embolism, Gorilla guessed. A spike, maybe? The nearest thing that Gorilla could envision was a more murderous version of an old woman's knitting needle.

      He was about to turn and straighten up when he heard the distinctive click. He knew what it was without even looking. It was the sound of the hammer of a revolver being cocked. He knew that sound from experiences past. Instinctively, he froze. He had learned that from past experiences, too.

      “Don't move, Jack, I'd hate to have to spoil that pretty face of yours.” It was a woman's voice, playful and teasing, and it came from behind him. The soft drawl put her birthplace as southern United States. North or South Carolina –he always got those two mixed up. Maybe Virginia.

      He knew who it was immediately, without even looking. Apart from anything else, only one person in their profession called him by his Christian name, everybody else called him Gorilla. He lowered the ASP and slowly turned his head round, eager to confirm that the person who had gotten the better of him was who he thought it was.

      He took in the weapon that she was holding first – a revolver, the aperture pointed directly at his forehead, one perfectly manicured, red-nailed finger curled around the trigger, ready to fire.

      He looked beyond the gun and saw her clearly for the first time; the long red hair that even now she was brushing away from her face, the strong cheekbones, the bright green eyes, and the immaculate make-up. She was dressed in jeans and a black leather jacket.

      She permitted herself a little smile and winked at him. He knew what she was saying – “You're good, Jack, but I'm better.” It was the game that they played.

      He smiled back at her… couldn't help himself. We are well met, she and I, he thought. She's a bitch!

      “Now, lower that gun and kick it out of reach,” she said. The playfulness had been replaced by a touch of steel in her tone.

      Yeah, nothing has changed, thought Gorilla. She's definitely still a bitch.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      They had first met over eighteen months ago in a restaurant in Asuncion, Paraguay. Gorilla had been there tracking a former Nazi counter-espionage officer who had been responsible for the executions of several French resistance leaders during the war.

      It was a nothing job for him, not real intelligence work, more the fact that someone in the French government wanted revenge. The SDECE had discovered the man's new identity, traced him and now they wanted one of their freelancers to terminate him. Gorilla had received the call and had been on the next plane out.

      He had checked into the Gran Hotel Paraguay and had spent the first twenty-four hours getting together everything that he would need for the 'hit' on the German the next day. That night, he had dined in the hotel restaurant alone. Then she had entered… and what a bloody entrance, a tall, slender redhead in a figure-hugging green dress. She certainly turned heads. They had locked eyes briefly, almost as if they had met before, with that recognition of uncertainty.

      “I can recommend the fish,” she had said, sitting down at the adjacent table.

      He had looked over and nodded. He saw her for the first time that night. The long, vibrant red hair cascading down over her bare shoulders, the aliveness of the green eyes. His gaze made it halfway down her slim body before he caught himself. She was quite the package, a film noir femme fatale come to life.

      He noted the accent immediately. American. From the south, but with the softer tones of a woman who had travelled. “Thank you. I'll try it. Much appreciated,” he replied.

      “Not a problem,” she said, never taking her eyes off him. And there it was, that teasing tone all wrapped up in a husky voice.

      “Are you English?” she asked.

      “Canadian.”

      “You don't sound Canadian?”

      “Oh, I've spent a lot of time in Europe, mainly in London. The accent comes back when I'm back in Ontario,” he said, trying to sound convincing.

      She smiled sweetly and nodded. “I wonder if I could ask a favour? I know it's a terrible imposition, especially as we don't really know each other yet…”

      Yet? he thought.

      “….but could I join you for dinner? I've been getting a lot of hassle from some of our fellow guests of the male variety. Some are quite intimidating. I think it's my red hair – they seem to see it that I'm 'available'. I'm not. At least, not to them!” She giggled coyly.

      And that had been it. They had dined together; the food had been good, and the company pleasant. She had done most of the talking and had introduced herself as Eunice, Eunice Gibson. She pronounced it Yeww-Neece, which Gorilla found endearing.

      Eunice was in Paraguay to work with a client. Her job?

      “Why, I'm an interior designer. I've been asked to consult on the foreign ministry's meeting rooms to make them more palatial,” she had said.

      He had introduced himself as Jack McKenna, an oil executive for one of the big oil giants; a dealmaker out to get the best deal for the clients as well as the consumers. Paraguay was his new stomping ground in the oil business.

      “I wouldn't have put you as an oil executive. I'm quite good at reading people. I would have said that you had been some kind of soldier…. security or something like that. Just the way that you carry yourself.”
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