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The places and characters in this story are fictitious and any similarity to, or apparent connection with, actual persons, whether alive or dead, is purely coincidental.

PETER HILL has recently returned to novel writing after a successful career as a scriptwriter, editor and producer for many famous TV drama series both in the UK and New Zealand where he now lives. 

He is the author of the internationally published British police detective books ‘The Staunton and Wyndsor Series’ and ‘The Commander Allan Dice Books’ books which are now available as eBooks.

Writing in a different genre of near and far-future fiction, the Evolution’s Path series is alarmingly prescient and relevant to circumstances in the world today.
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Although it is a series that continues the stories of the major protagonists, each book is also a satisfactory stand-alone novel.  
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Find out more about Peter and his books on his website:
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Peter’s Website

The Ladies’ Game is the second book in the Evolutions Path series following Killing Tomorrow.
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Killing Tomorrow
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There are links to the author’s other books and to his website at the end of this one.
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​​​​​​​Principal Characters
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Fleur Nichols. A high-profile investigative journalist.




Don Costello. A senior CIA operative, assassinated by Mohammed Asami.




Mohammed Asami. A highly placed international terrorist.




Dr Simone Gofre. A microbiologist dying of cancer.




Sassy Estanza. An ex-American army sniper, now a freelance security operative. Don Costello’s lover.




Janetta Fortune. The powerful head of Special Operations, US Outreach Security. From a wealthy dynastic American political family




Greg Zimich. The CEO of a private security company employed by US security on ‘black ops’. Sassy Estanza’s employer.




Callum. One of Zimich’s operatives. And his lover.




April Grosse. Fleur Nichols’ agent.




Wenna Cavendish. A career Intelligence officer. Head of British Combined Security Services.




Lady Grace Cavendish. Politically and socially influential at the highest level. Wenna’s mother.




Beatrice Collins. Assistant Commissioner, Crime, Metropolitan Police.




Richard Fiske. Detective Superintendent, Metropolitan Police, close to Beatrice Collins.




Alex Jones. A senior MI5 agent.




George. One of his informants.




Steve Custoner. Head of London Station, CIA.




Jade. A bodyguard assigned to protect Fleur Nichols.




Cally Frost. A revolutionary activist



In the future the whole world will be playing
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Book two in the Evolution’s Path series following Killing Tomorrow.
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The story continues
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Don Costello stormed down the stairs of the apartment block in London’s dockland and out onto the street in a blind rage. For once in his life he had no idea what his next move would be but whatever it was, it was going to impact heavily on Fleur Nichols. What a pity the Brits had to be involved, if this had been contained in the US he’d have long since dealt with Nichols once and for all. He was not a man who took kindly to losing.

He rounded the corner of the block and strode up to where his driver was waiting in the car with the darkened windows. He wrenched open the front passenger door and was half in the car before he realised something was wrong. The driver had not moved. He was leaning back against his seat with his head at an unlikely angle. It took a couple of seconds for Costello to register the neat hole in his neck and the trickle of blood that was staining his shirt collar. His reaction was remarkably quick but his knees were bent and he was half in the car, which slowed him fatally.

On a distant corner a clean-shaven and smartly dressed young man carrying a briefcase had stopped to consult his Cfone. Mohammed Asami pressed a single digit as his target tried to escape the vehicle. The explosion blew the car apart, taking out the front of a ground floor apartment, shattering nearby windows, killing Costello and fatally wounding an elderly passer-by. Asami saw the old man die but felt nothing except cold satisfaction at the success of his mission. This was war and Don Costello, head of a CIA black ops unit was the enemy. As for the old man, well, he was as the Americans would have said, ‘collateral damage’.

Asami was several blocks away, walking at a steady, innocent pace when the first police car passed him. 
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Three days later Sassy Estanza arrived in London. She was travelling light, bringing only a couple of changes of clothes in a canvas carry-on bag. She did not expect to be there very long. 

The rental agency had only one furnished apartment available in the location Sassy stipulated and she had taken it sight unseen before she left America. Handing over the keys, the agent seemed to think Sassy would be impressed by the fact it belonged to a minor Saudi princeling but not much impressed Sassy at the best of times and these were far from the best of times. The two bedroom apartment was adequately furnished in a rather dated minimalist style and decorated with colourful Islamic motifs. It was clean, smelt of air freshener but was hardly luxurious. It probably represented poor value for the up-market rent but that was of no concern to her. What mattered was that it provided an angled view into her target apartment one floor down. 

Working with mechanical deliberation she reset her personal electronics to the new Wi-Fi source and her new time zone, then took a bottle of duty-free bourbon from her backpack and headed out in the chilly spring sunshine to pay her last respects.

The bombing and Don’s death had been big news in Britain and it had not been difficult to download media coverage which identified the exact location of the dockland high rise apartments where he had been before he died. And where she had now taken up residence. 

The police cordons which must have been in place had already been removed, the damaged buildings boarded up and protected with chain link fencing. A feisty breeze, faintly scented with bio-diesel, played in the gutters amongst discarded fast food, drink packaging and other city detritus whilst an argument of scruffy sparrows disputed ownership rights to these valuable by-products of modern living. 

There was little foot traffic and no sign of official activity. Sassy stood for a moment staring blank-eyed at the blast marks on the road and footpath which identified with painful precision the exact place where Don had been assassinated. You could have lobbed a stone from the foyer of the apartment block to the scene of his death. She quickly poured a libation into the gutter and pushed the bottle behind the fencing. 

No doubt some deadbeat would find it but good luck to them. Don would have approved. Only two months ago they had been relaxing at his beach house on St Lucia Del Mare Cay, offshore from the Belize coast. Don had grinned at her reluctance to waste good whiskey on the powdery bronze sand. ‘Always give the gods their due, Sass,’ he had teased her. ‘What you give you get back threefold.’ 

‘I don’t want threefold of anything,’ she had said. ‘I just want one of you.’ At the time it hadn’t seemed like too much to ask.
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Doctor Simone Gofre arrived at Heathrow Airport some ten hours after Sassy had left. She paid off the private hire car at Terminal 3 then walked and took the travelators to Terminal 2, finally arriving back at Terminal 3 close to exhaustion.

It was everywhere busy but Simone was not at all displeased by the crush of people. No one wants to die alone. She did not and never had feared death itself, only the manner of her going and now that problem was resolved. She was in pain but it was dull and distant and she was feeling quietly pleased with herself as she made her slow way through the concourse towards the International Departure lounge. She had no ticket and no luggage and had no need of either. She was already infectious and this was her final destination. 

Most people simply exist, then pass on, leaving no trace of their being. Not her. She had already made a dramatic mark in her own academic circles and in future people worldwide would know of her, know what she had achieved, what she had done and at what personal cost. She trusted that some, the more intelligent and insightful, the ones she was trying to protect and preserve, would one day understand and approve.

The constant cacophony of loud conversation in many different tongues and the chatter of information announcements was unceasing and it jarred her nerves. When she could stand it no longer she made her uncertain way to the female toilets, passing two patrolling policewomen armed with assault rifles, looking bulky and uncomfortable in enveloping bulletproof jackets. They glanced at her, assessed her as nil risk, and moved on.

Secure in a cubicle Simone took the syringe case from her jacket pocket. She had no second thoughts, indeed no thoughts at all as she removed the syringe and bared her arm. The vein came up at last and she made the injection with a hand shaking from incapacity, not fear. She hoped the morphine would allow her to survive just a little longer. Before she left the cubicle she abandoned the syringe in a waste bin.

Out in the concourse a flight to Hong Kong was being called. Simone knew that, painkiller or no, she had only a short while left to live as she mingled with the travellers. She certainly would not survive long enough to see out the normal six-hour incubation period. The unknowing world was about to lose yet another brilliant mind.

She had infected herself with the virus before the private hire car had collected her that morning. G7 was a thing of her own creation, hers to do with as she willed. She had also rubbed some of the odourless, innocent-seeming liquid into her hands and on her clothing. It was highly infectious and lethal, capable of rapid, ongoing, person-to-person transmission which was why it was normally kept under super-frozen conditions. It did not have a name and was known simply by its batch number.

Now, out in the concourse, she mingled unsteadily with the milling crowds of travellers heading for destinations all over the world. She was following a vague plan of covering as many different ethnic groups as she could but instinctively concentrated on people she thought might be from the most populous countries. She moved slowly, frequently touching handrails and drifting fingers across stationary luggage. To those around her who bothered to cast a glance in her direction, she seemed to be an innocent, frail older woman determinedly making her way through the crowds, clinging to anything in her path for support.

In the densest parts of the throng she took in breaths as deep as she could manage and breathed out, moving her head from side to side. She survived for almost twenty minutes before a final mental and physical paralysis overtook her and she slumped to the ground. As her world shrank to the area of concerned strangers around her, her last thoughts were of a job well done.

A young Indian woman bent over her, enquiring courteously if she could help. Simone gripped her hand, pulling her closer, as if she wanted to share a confidence. But she could not speak and with a final slight huff of deadly breath she gave up the struggle to survive. 

She died convinced she had saved humanity from itself and that from this day on human evolution would take a new path.
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Sassy was emotionally drained, running on auto pilot, focussing exclusively on the mechanics of what she had to do, not allowing herself to be distracted by lack of sleep or the deadening, debilitating pain of loss.

On her second day in London she hired a small, nondescript electric saloon and headed north on the A12 to a pre-arranged meeting in the small town of Brandon, in Suffolk, conveniently near to the Royal Air Force base at Lakenheath, home to a prestigious US Strategic Air Command fighter wing and other less conspicuous USAFE specialist units.

Here, in a quiet corner of a small motel car park off the London Road, with not a word spoken, a complete stranger handed over two heavily secured plain cardboard boxes.

They contained a selection of high-tech surveillance equipment and weaponry which Sassy had acquired before leaving America and had had no wish to subject to the prying eyes of British airport security.

Her military network contacts had risked their careers importing the items for her but then, since his death all she had to say to those who knew him was ‘It’s for Don’ and the help she asked for was provided without question.

Returning to the docklands apartment she parked in the underground car park and ferried her acquisitions up to her apartment. That complete, she munched on an uninspiring supermarket taco as she booted up her Hub and channel-hopped the news.

Whilst the international newsrooms were headlining the story of three airliners that had inexplicably fallen out of the sky in different parts of the world, all ex Heathrow and all within twenty-four hours of each other, the local media had quickly established that a woman who had collapsed and died at Heathrow Airport was Doctor Simone Gofre, a terminally ill virologist who had worked at a secretive private laboratory.

Because nobody at the airport or the morgue or the lab where she had worked would talk to them officially, reporters were soon taking what scraps of information they could glean, adding up two and two and rapidly making five. Linking the loss of the aircraft to the Heathrow death was a no-brainer and inevitably key panic-inducing words and phrases began to be used: fear, threat, plague, contamination, virus, denial, at risk, pandemic, Armageddon.

With judicious massaging, Simone Gofre’s death, which under different circumstances would have been a one-line filler in an obscure obituary column, quickly escalated to become headline story material and was soon picked up internationally. 

‘Was she a “Carrier?”’ they asked, carefully adding the question mark and inverted commas just in case they had to retract later. Official denials from the Ministry of Health of a threat to public safety followed by warnings about scaremongering and breaches of privacy, then an ominous silence, did nothing to quell suspicions as isolated reports of unexplained deaths began to trickle in from Britain and around the world. 

It was obvious to Sassy that if the threat was real it would not be long before panic struck and the looting and rioting began. She was sure of that. It’s what any humans would do faced with an existential threat. The veneer of civilisation in humankind is painfully thin and she better than most understood that when survival was at stake all bets were off. Inevitably that level of public disorder would bring the police out on the streets in force with a stop-and-search brief which would certainly not make her job any easier. 

She went on an urgent hunt for the necessities of life, making several rapid trips, buying mainly canned and dried food and withdrawing ever reliable American dollars in cash from a bank against the risk of the government rationing BitCard use. She tracked down extra clothing, toiletries and bottled water in bulk, stocking up for a siege, just in case. 

She was not alone. Overhead, delivery drones were humming about, seemingly in permanent danger of collision, busy servicing those that could afford not to risk shopping personally. Already, out on the streets people were wearing face masks, unaware they were completely useless in preventing infection. They hurried past each other clutching their purchases anxiously, eyes averted, fear hunching their shoulders and quickening their pace.

Over the next two days, between setting up, tuning and monitoring her surveillance equipment Sassy followed the story of Gofre’s death with close interest as journalists began to hunt the internet and badger whatever scientists and health bureaucrats they could track down for background and speculation to flesh out their stories. 

When they turned to history what they came up with was deeply worrying.

The ‘Plague of Justinian’ which began in Egypt in 541 and ran its course until 750 was by no means the first to strike humankind but it was almost certainly the most devastating up to that time. According to the Byzantine chronicler Procopius, when it reached Constantinople it killed 40 percent of that city’s inhabitants. This bubonic plague went on to eliminate almost half the entire human population of the known world.

In the 14th century the Black Death killed 75 million people and that was just one of a hundred plague epidemics that devastated Europe until the eighteenth century.

The United States, geographically privileged, did not suffer its first epidemic until the San Francisco plague of 1900 to 1904. 

That was then, as one commentator after another pointed out. But now the impact of losing half the world population of today’s complex intertwined civilisations would be devastating; the survival rate could be much lower and the death toll counted in the billions. 

Sassy was unmoved. There was no-one left in this world that she gave a damn about. She switched off the doomsayers and checked that everything she needed was in the boxes. 

Then she took a sleeping pill and went to bed. She had prepared herself as best she could. Now, if she could manage it, she needed the blessed oblivion of sleep. 

The future of the world wasn’t her problem. 
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Whilst the general public may have had little knowledge of plague history there was not a scientist in the relevant disciplines at The World Health Organisation in Geneva or the many Centres for the Study of Infectious Diseases, or the hopefully named Bioterrorism Rapid Response labs spread around the world who was not well aware of the details of current and historic pandemics and their devastating effects on humanity. So, it was just a matter of when the authorities acted, not if.

Out of the public gaze what the microbiologists found puzzling about the latest epidemic was that, unlike its predecessors, the virus killed quickly, within six hours of infection in most cases. Also, there was no external disfigurement and apparently few painful side effects. Those infected became breathless, lapsed into a coma and quietly slipped away as vital organs closed down one after another. It was almost benign compared to the plagues that had gone before but the mortality rate amongst those infected seemed to be much higher, close to a hundred percent in some cases in Africa and the middle and Far East. This virus was completely new, unrelated to anything they had seen before and worryingly complex in structure. It seemed almost as if it had been designed from scratch rather than having mutated or evolved. 

Maybe, some of them thought cynically, in a military-funded lab somewhere the answer was waiting, but who was likely to admit to having given birth to this voracious predator let alone allowing it to escape. Setting speculation aside they went to work with frantic haste, isolating and examining the invading beast in the most secure labs in the world even as it took its toll amongst their own ranks. 

There was an unprecedented degree of international co-operation but there would be no quick fix for this one. One thing they all agreed on with their politicians was that the less the general public knew the better; panic would only serve to spread the disease more rapidly.

The virus was already spreading at lightning speed and within thirty-six hours it had become obvious that no part of the globe was going to be spared. 

At least this eventuality had been planned for. Just three days after Simone Gofre died, the World Health Organisation, through the UN, gave an advisory to all nations to close their borders. Britain and America were the first to comply, closely followed by the European Union, Russia, India and China then the rest of the developed nations, freezing all international commerce in the process. 

In the interests of security, governments universally moved to ‘temporarily’ suspend their constitutions and, as the international death toll mounted, to ration essential items and institute martial law, increasingly ruling by decree. If some saw this as indecent haste they were in a minority and anyway, once the state took over control of the media and the internet, they no longer had a voice. It really is easy to lose hard-won freedoms when panic is in the air and the believable excuse is ‘for the national good’. In some countries, of course, there was no freedom to lose.

However, not everyone viewed the pandemic as a disaster. 

There were those who had long ago calculated the odds of this or something like it happening and had waited patiently for just such an opportunity.

––––––––

[image: ]


6

––––––––

[image: ]


Sassy was under no illusions about her situation. She knew that with the borders closed she was trapped in this country and pandemic or no she would be hunted by Security Services from both sides of the Atlantic once they realised her intentions. 

If she could source assistance from American personnel in Britain it was certain Don’s old bosses could do the same with even greater ease. Eliminating Mohammed Asami, a wanted terrorist, might be condoned but taking out her second target never would be, even under the present circumstances. 

But she had covered her tracks well and didn’t think they would ever consider looking for her here. The apartment was in a well-established, multi-block, U-shaped development that looked in upon itself, offering depressingly close views of blank plaster walls and a glimpse of a turgid brown river. 

She had never set eyes on Fleur Nichols at close quarters but she had downloaded multiple images from the internet and studied them until she was certain she would recognise her anywhere. And because all her com-pads and wearables had been synced to Don’s, she had confirmation of exactly where Nichols lived. The problem was that she was not there at the moment, her absence made obvious by a lack of electronic chatter from her apartment. 

As for Asami, she was confident she would get a call on one of Don’s old numbers when he surfaced. Mohammed Asami was a shadowy figure with fingers in many different terrorist pies and a systematic trawl had produced only a handful of mentions in security files suggesting he usually had been more of a banker and facilitator for the jihadists rather than a fighter. Even Don’s old records had little information of value on him apart from a partial photograph and if she tried official US sources they would soon track the enquiry back to her. The only thing she was sure of was that he was somewhere in London. 

So Sassy nursed her grief, spending her time monitoring the heavily censored news feeds, working on peak fitness, maintaining her selection of weaponry and stoking a cold, vengeful anger; hoping beyond hope that her strategy was optimum and the pandemic did not kill her targets before she could. 

At least it was not difficult for Sassy to compile a comprehensive biography of Fleur Nichols. It seemed that Nichols had lived most of her adult life in the spotlight. She was classically beautiful, naturally photogenic and had been a high achiever from day one so of course she was going to succeed when she turned to television reporting. People with advantages such as that always succeeded, always had choices. Fleur’s parents had separated when she was young but they both seemed to have adored her and her whole background reeked of social, educational and financial privilege. Her parents would have had no need to pay for PCE genetic enhancement for their daughter, her naturally inherited genes would have taken care of that. Fleur Nichols was a woman it was supremely easy to hate when you had none of those advantages in life. And she had killed your soul mate. 

It had been very different for Sassy. If you are twelve and you live in a trailer park and your father is dead and your mother’s boyfriend is a violent drunken thug who beats on her for fun and sells her to any takers to pay for his drugs you do wonder why he not only doesn’t touch you but goes to such trouble to protect you from the local wannabe ‘gangstas’. When you overhear him negotiating a huge price for your virginity you understand. You also understand that in this society you do not go to the cops and you do not dump the problem on your sick and browbeaten mother. You wait until he’s in one of his drunken stupors, take his handgun and shoot him carefully through the left eye. That is the sensible and logical thing to do. That is what Sassy did. 

No-one in the trailer park wanted the cops hanging around so the body was taken away and thrown in a dumpster. It became just another statistic. One more drug-related gang killing. No one cared, no-one missed him. The cops did come but the trailer had been cleaned up and neither Sassy nor her mother seemed likely suspects. They did not find the dead man’s stash or his gun but they did remove Sassy and place her in the care of the State.

Sassy found the State Institution a safe haven after the trailer park. Others would have found the institution a frightening, intimidating place but she understood hierarchical gang structures and how to survive in them. On the first day she identified the resident alpha female and her clique and showed them the gun, threatening to blast their tits off if they got in her face. They blew the whistle on her of course but she was ahead of them and the gun was never found. Thereafter she led a relatively peaceful life and set about the business of getting an education. They called her ‘spaz’ and ‘zombie’ and ‘sicko’ and stayed well clear of her. 

If you are poor, better not get sick. Her mother coughed herself to death when Sassy was sixteen and no-one cared, not even Sassy, who had long since worked out that it was safer not to care. If you don’t care then hurt and grief pass you by. Trust no one and live long she would have said if she had ever thought about it.

To the great relief of the staff at the institution, to whom for years she had seemed irredeemably feral, she applied for the military as soon as she was of age. Once enlisted it was quickly apparent she had found her true vocation, despite a habit of ignoring those rules she could make no sense of.

Of course there was a bet on which of her fellow recruits would bed her first, willing or not. Only one tried. He lost his money and peer respect and gained three painful weeks in hospital whilst a curious surgeon repaired his damaged scrotum. He said he fell, working on a new move in the gym. An explanation that had some relationship to the truth.

The instructors tried to enforce her compliance to the rules and failed but cut her slack because even the slowest of them recognised her value. Above all she was a natural with any kind of weapon and fitted the psychological and physical profile of the ideal sniper perfectly; a determined introvert with perfect 20/20 vision, excellent mental control and hand-eye co-ordination. She had a well-honed instinct for survival, exceptional fitness levels, was meticulously careful in all she did and did not suffer from the encumbrance of empathy. She was a gifted martial arts exponent who worked relentlessly, determined to outdo all her contemporaries, men and women alike in every aspect of their training. Which most times she did. Dedicated talents like that are rare and in demand. 

She was sent to war. 

In Iraq, Somalia, Syria, Afghanistan and the killing grounds on the borders of Pakistan she soon acquired a reputation for cold-eyed efficiency. The kills mounted up and were noted. She made no friends, just a reputation. And it was that reputation that eventually brought her to the notice of Don Costello, who liked attractive people around him and often had a need for the services of an experienced and reliable killer. 

He persuaded Greg Zimich, CEO of Contex Security International to make her an offer no one on army pay could turn down. Even so she bargained hard. She didn’t want anyone in control of her life, which was the only gripe she had about the army. So thereafter she still fought the good fight but as a freelance, with a substantial retainer and mouth-watering bonuses for each mission. No one could touch her now. She had money and a job and a well-honed talent for survival. She was safe.

Then there was Don Costello. He was mature, self-confident and with no apparent baggage. He smiled often, told risqué jokes and was dedicated to his work. His team would have walked through hellfire for him. He told her he needed someone to be the executioner of his more lethal plans, also someone he could trust to ride shotgun, watch his back when he was in the field. For part of the time she was to be his bodyguard and his life would be in her hands. She, who trusted no one, was being trusted absolutely for the first time in her life.

He treated her not just with respect as an equal, but, incredibly, as if she were a lady, which Sassy found disconcerting. He was kind, considerate and business-like and asked nothing of her except her diligence. Even so, without either of them ever discussing the matter, in a few short months he became the lover she never knew she wanted and the first friend she had ever had. It was sudden, totally unexpected and deliriously wonderful. She had fallen into the trap of caring.

Then he was dead. Blown to pieces by a terrorist bomb in London with hardly enough left of him to bury. And she, who would have protected him with her life, was not with him.

She discovered then that if you find then lose a great love, an only love, grief becomes a companion of every waking moment. Pain is ever present, raw and visceral.

Her burden of guilt was massive. He had been in London mainly as part of the Presidential security entourage and said he could not justify her presence. Even so, she convinced herself she was to blame. She should have insisted on going with him.

To add to the pain, the people he worked for had failed him. His team had been disbanded and his unblemished service record had been tarnished because his last project, which on its own could have won the war against terror, had been prematurely exposed and misrepresented by a hack journalist.

Worst of all, on her last mission she had that journalist, Fleur Nichols, in her sights and had not eliminated her. If she had, Don would still be alive, but back then Nichols had not been the target. 

Well, she was now and as far as Sassy was concerned Nichols was walking dead. 
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‘We intend to terminate Mohammad Asami.’

Her tone was brisk, unemotional, her words precisely enunciated. Greg Zimich fingered the gold chain around his neck nervously.

Despite the air conditioning and the extreme comfort of his scented surroundings, he felt sweaty, uncomfortable and on edge. This woman had that effect on him.

‘And any remnants of his London cell who get in the way,’ she added. 

They were in the luxuriously equipped main cabin of an executive jet, twenty two thousand feet above the Alabama-North Carolina border. She had flown down to collect him knowing his near identical aircraft was sitting idle on the tarmac at Alabama Regional, paralysed by the aviation fuel lockdown. The power play was clear. She could fly. He couldn’t. 

Before boarding he had been subjected to an electronic and physical strip search and all his communication devices were taken from him. Only when they had taken off and levelled out was he allowed into her presence. They were as secure from electronic monitoring as it was possible to be. Whatever was said on this aircraft would stay on this aircraft unless Janetta Fortune decided otherwise. She was not one to take chances.

It was difficult to judge her age. Indulgent genes and the considerable wealth of an industrial/political dynasty that had already provided two Presidents had worked together, combining to benefit her throughout her life. Whatever her chronological age might have been, her looks did not admit to it. Behind her back it was waspishly said of her that she had paid off all her wrinkles. She was short, enviously slim, with unblemished skin and clear, startlingly blue eyes. Her short dark hair was swept back close to her head; she wore minimal makeup and no evident jewellery except for an understated wrist com-pad. Her suit was an expensively cut lightweight tweed that intentionally or not identified her femininity. Everything about her was elegant, ladylike and delicate as fine cut glass. She could have been mistaken for a senior Wall Street executive or an independently wealthy, tenured Ivy League academic. 

Greg Zimich knew better. 

Janetta Fortune was, amongst other appointments, Head of Special Operations, US Office of Outreach Security which these days included the Pentagon Joint Special Operations Command. She had the ear of the President, enjoyed top-level Pentagon contacts and controlled a budget bigger than many sovereign states. She had a reputation for ruthless efficiency and he for one did not doubt any of the rumours that swirled about her amongst those in the beltway, suggesting she was headed for the Presidency. He had not been looking forward to this meeting.

She watched him closely, relaxed back in her chair, waiting for his response. 

Greg Zimich was straight out of Hollywood casting; a man in his early fifties who could easily pass for a decade younger. Tall, well built, slightly tanned, clear blue eyes, firm jaw, with perfectly crafted teeth which he kept hidden with a closed smile except when needed to make an impact: stylish greying hair, well-cut suit in light grey with a perfect open-necked white shirt. He was born and bred in Brooklyn but had long since adjusted his accent to fit his latterly acquired lifestyle. 

He adopted what he thought was a relaxed posture but his body language betrayed him. He would have been even more disturbed had he known just how much Janetta knew of the more private areas of his life and business. 

A silver filigree tray holding two tall glasses of iced lemon tea sat on the polished mahogany table between them. He reached forward and picked one up, taking a sip as he tried to recover his composure.

‘Would you be interested?’ Janetta asked.

‘Sure, eventually, but with the airports closed...’ 

‘Essential military flights are still operational. I regard this project as essential.’

‘Okay,’ he said slowly.

‘The war against the jihadists isn’t over,’ Janetta emphasised. ‘They’ve always been like the Hydra, we cut off one head and they sprout another. Now this pandemic has given us a unique opportunity to wipe out all of them before they can put their organisations back together and make their caliphate a lasting reality.’ 

She took a sip of her drink, watching Zimich for a reaction. There was none, he looked as if he was frozen in position.  

‘Asami is just the start,’ Janetta continued. ‘I intend to take out the leadership of every single faction that’s survived. I’m sure you understand the symbolic necessity to cut off the head of the snake.’

‘Understood,’ Greg repeated, swallowing hard and hoping he didn’t sound too obviously uncommitted. 

He did understand. And he agreed with her thinking but things were not as they once were. No one seemed to know how many people the pandemic had killed worldwide so far but in America the number had just been upgraded to an official figure of twenty-three million but, they said, the infection rate seemed to be slowing and everything was under control. He immediately translated that in his own mind to minimum sixty-three million dead and counting and they didn’t know shit from shite. 

Already there had been a power takeover. The military patrolled the streets, the banks, media and internet were under state control and the rush of burials and cremations continued. Every single social and governmental structure was under pressure and the basic services the country relied on to maintain a civilized lifestyle were already creaking under the strain. On the streets the poor lived with the threat of infection and a fast track to the morgue.

Greg’s comfortable, secure world where money and the right contacts could buy you anything you wanted had been ripped apart by events over which he had no control. He had successfully bullied his way through life so far but now, for the first time since he had fought his way out of the grim world of the New York back streets he felt vulnerable, threatened; at the mercy of the winds of chance.

The way things were now, how was a man to know whose palm to cross, whose arse to kiss? The Constitution had been set aside and elections cancelled for the duration of the emergency. Things were moving so fast he could no longer be absolutely sure where the centre of power lay. The White House, Congress, Wall Street, the Military, the CIA?  Was the President now supreme leader or just a puppet; who really knew? The Internet was dead, there was no social media and all you got on the authorised newscasts were comforting voices delivering reassuring public service broadcasts. Whoever was calling the plays, it was certain Janetta Fortune would be close to them. Her influence over his future was indisputable; in this uncertain new world she could break him and his company any time she chose. 

And what was this woman thinking of? Was this really the best time to target Asami, who at the end of the day was just one more terrorist, when the whole world was in turmoil and under threat? Yet he could not expect to deny this woman with impunity and that made him acutely uncomfortable. Especially since, if it all went horribly wrong, he knew he would be on his own. There were times when, in the devious and frequently violent world he inhabited, deniability was all. 

Greg Zimich knew he was expendable. 

‘It’s what you and your people are paid obscene amounts of money for,’ she said as if she was reading his mind. ‘We could obviously attend to it ourselves but we’d rather not. We’re talking about London, England. Heart of the Special Relationship, a friend and ally. They’re good people but they tend to be a bit wet on the harsh realities of this war.’

Zimich cleared his throat discreetly to steady his voice. ‘The enemy will probably have lost a lot of their people to the virus,’ he began. ‘Our intel is their structures are falling apart, al-Fuquan off air and their funding’s drying up, so...’

‘What?’ the word was shot out like a warning bullet.

He changed tack. ‘They’ll have hunkered down. Who knows what things are like over there?’

She leant forward, staring him down. ‘I do. Satellites and drones don’t get infected. We need to hit them, hit them hard while they’re off balance. I want Asami taken out, Greg. His time has come.’ 

It was the first time she had ever used his name. Against all his instincts he found himself nodding acceptance. Some of her certainty seemed to rub off on him. ‘So, how long have I got to put a team together?’ he asked.

‘You won’t need a team just one operative and I’ll help with discreet logistics support.’
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