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			Egypt, 1869. Jack Lak has reinvented himself once more. Working as an unofficial agent for the Consul-General, he moves among the most powerful men in Cairo. But when the opportunity arises to join legendary explorer Sir Samuel White Baker on his expedition into the Sudan, Jack can’t resist a new adventure.


			Jack assumes command of an elite cadre to protect the fleet of vessels. But, as they moved down the Nile, Jack and his men soon find themselves in a land where the rule of law means nothing, and those who wield power will do anything to keep it. And when a new friend seeks Jack’s help, Jack must decide where his loyalties truly lie . . .
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			afandi – master or sir (Egyptian Arabic)


			ajnabi – stranger, barbarian (Arabic)


			arrack – native liquor/spirit


			baladi bar – traditional Cairo bar


			barracoon – enclosure for the confinement of slaves


			branleurs – wankers (French)


			ça me fait chier – that pisses me off (French)


			casse-toi, pauvre con – piss off, you fool (French)


			cataract – white-water rapids


			crapaud – toad (French) – British army slang for the French


			dahabiya – flat-bottomed, twin-masted sailing houseboat


			dragoman – servant who acted as guide, interpreter, translator and organiser for visitors to Egypt


			je m’en fous – I don’t give a fuck (French)


			firman – edict


			galabia – traditional loose-fitting Egyptian robe worn by both males and females


			macadam – road surface made of tiny stones


			Manchester goods – trade goods made in Manchester, England, usually cotton or wool


			pagdi – turban, cloth or scarf wrapped around a hat


			pandy – colloquial name for sepoy mutineers, derived from the name of Mangal Pandy of the 34th Bengal Native Infantry


			putain – whore (French)


			rosbif – roast beef (French) – French slang for the British


			sloop – small single-masted sailing boat


			tarboosh – fez


			tob – long length of cloth worn as an outer garment


			sawars – native cavalry troops, Indian Army


			sepoy – native soldier in the service of the East India Company army


			Zouave – French light infantry first raised in North Africa


		


	

		

			[image: Map of Egypt and the Sudan 1869-1870]


		


	

		

			The main objects of the enterprise are, after crushing the Slave Trade:


			1.	To annex to the Egyptian Empire the Equatorial Nile Basin.


			2.	To establish a powerful government throughout all these tribes now warring with each other.


			3.	To introduce the cultivation of cotton on an extensive scale, so that the natives shall have a valuable production to exchange for Manchester goods, etc.


			4.	To open to navigation the two great Lakes of the Nile.


			5.	To establish a chain of trading stations throughout the country to be annexed.


			Letter from Sir Samuel White Baker to his friend, Lord Wharncliffe
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			Near Gondokoro, southern Sudan, December 1868


			The herd never stood a chance.


			The hunters had scouted the area the day before, the guides they had employed tracking the herd’s spoor and bringing the men with the guns into position so that they could strike at first light.


			They had done this before. Many times. They numbered over thirty – men from every corner of the globe. Syrians, Copts, Turks, Russians, Americans and Franks. Robbers and villains. Crooks, swindlers and murderers. Penniless adventurers and tuppenny cut-throats. All drawn to the lucrative trade that could make a man a year’s pay for just a few short months’ work. They flocked to Khartoum like flies to a dung heap, the town at the heart of the East African ivory trade a hive of activity once the hunting season started in late December. There they were recruited into the hunting parties that would head south, following the White Nile then turning inland.


			They did not come alone. Other parties left Khartoum in the first months of the new year. These men were journeying further south and west than those hunting for ivory, their prey not the enormous beasts that roamed the hinterland near the Nile but the young men, women and children who could be sold into the slave trade that was thriving in East Africa now that the Atlantic traffic had been curtailed. Both were lucrative businesses, the dealings in ivory and the commerce in human flesh, drawing men from all over the globe, every one of them enticed by the easy lucre that could be garnered from ravaging the vast tracts of land far to the south of civilisation. These hinterlands were ruled not by the principles of law and government but by the old rules, set by any man strong enough to control the territory that would yield the commodities the world demanded. These were the places where the power of the gun outweighed the power of law; the domain of men who cared nothing for the destruction that they wrought on the people and animals that called the wilderness home.


			Leading the hunters was the Frenchman. He was the man who had borrowed the money to put the hunting party together, a loan that was to be repaid in ivory at fifty per cent of its market value, the men with the means to finance such an expedition able to charge a premium as they had no shortage of willing borrowers. Even with such an exorbitant rate of interest, the Frenchman still expected to make a small fortune. Demand for ivory had never been stronger. Whether it be for the fashionable clubs of the major cities of Europe, where it was used to produce the billiard balls and the piano keys that would entertain the gentlemen able to afford entry into the most salubrious of establishments, or for the handles of the fans wafted so decorously by the women those same men left at home, ivory was worth its weight in gold. And worth the trouble, and the cost, of journeying far into the badlands, where only the strongest would thrive.


			The Frenchman led the men onto the rising ground the local tribesmen he had employed as their guides had chosen, just as the first rays of the morning’s sunlight were pushing away the greys and browns of night, filling the forest glade with shadows and warming the sky with a beguiling cocktail of colour that belied the carnage to come.


			There were ten elephants in the herd. All were females. Around their legs were half a dozen calves, the youngsters starting the day frolicking back and forth, trunks raised in challenge to their playmates, their small frames galloping past the slow-moving body of the herd’s matriarch, who was clearly not at all amused by their antics, her disdain shown in the warning she trumpeted at the boisterous youths. As the light of the sun warmed the shadow-drenched land, the herd started to feed, the great beasts moving with the languid pace of the newly awoken, their breakfast of ripe lalobes from the heglik tree a fine treat for the start of another day. The females in the herd cared nothing for the effort of sourcing the rich fruit, nor the pain of the headbutt they administered to the solid trunk to shake the date-sized lalobes from the branches at least thirty feet above their heads.


			The Frenchman lay at the centre of the line of hunters as the herd began to feed, the sun warming his back, the skin on his face tingling as the breeze washed over it. They were perfectly positioned, the wind keeping their scent away from the elephants and the raised position giving them an easy shot at targets not much more than a hundred and fifty paces distant.


			As he lay there, he heard a low rumbling sound, like distant thunder. He smiled, recognising the sound for what it was, the noise coming from the enormous bellies and bowels of the animals he would shortly slaughter. With the grumble of hunger came the thump of heavy feet as the adults in the herd started to move around the glade.


			It was almost time.


			The Frenchman assessed the tusks of the ten females destined to die before the sun had fully risen into the sky. All would add to his haul, a haul that would fetch him a fortune when he got it back to Khartoum at the end of the season. The tusks of the nine younger females could not weigh much more than fifty pounds apiece, but that was still more than enough to repay the effort of a few hours’ work. The matriarch was different. She had to be at least fifty years old, and her tusks were the warm colour of clay. The Frenchman watched the ancient female as she took stock of her surroundings, a sure sign she was preparing to move the herd along. Each of her tusks had to be around sixty to seventy pounds in weight, far less than those that could be hacked from a fully grown bull, but still enough to make him smile. Yet as fine as they were, they would be but a minor addition to the stock he had amassed already, some from herds just like this one that he and his men had hunted for themselves, others either traded or taken from the scattered tribes that still clung to life close to the Nile. Soon he would forget which animal they had belonged to, their history and her story lost amidst the tales of so many.


			‘Make ready,’ he hissed to the others in the shooting party. The Frenchman himself was not carrying a weapon, but there were ten men armed with elephant guns made by the finest gun manufacturers of Europe – Holland, Dickson of Edinburgh, Rigby, Gibbs, Webley, Reilly and Purdey, some single-shot smoothbores, others double-shot. Most were muzzle loaders, just a few the more modern breech loaders. With each man were two gun bearers, the lowest-paid of the Frenchman’s gang, there to relay weapons and reload, then to help hack the ivory from the corpses those guns would create before carrying it to the Frenchman’s encampment. The rest of his men waited behind the ridge, some mounted ready to give chase after any wounded elephant that bolted, others controlling the hunting dogs that would be released in the aftermath of the shooting to corral and contain as many of the wounded beasts as they could.


			Around him, the men lined up their first shot, taking their time, making sure.


			Then the herd sensed their presence.


			The Frenchman did not know how they had been spotted, but there was no time to dwell. The females started to circle, facing into the wind then away from it, trunks swinging as they tasted danger in the air.


			‘Fire!’ The Frenchman shouted the command. The time for stealth was over.


			It was an easy shot, one a child could make. Every man with a gun was an experienced hunter who had done this a hundred times.


			Not one of them missed.


			Heavy bullets seared through the early-morning air, the sound of each fierce retort punching into the ears of every man in the Frenchman’s gang.


			All hell broke loose.


			Trumpets of alarm. Shrieks of pain. Fear. Panic. Distress.


			Some of the herd were hit in the head, heavy rounds driven by fine-grained black powder gouging deep before hitting the hard bone of the skull. Others struck the elephants in the shoulder, the fast-moving projectiles cutting into the softer flesh and tearing far into their bodies.


			Yet not one elephant fell. The elephant guns fired heavy-gauge lead shot, but even such bullets moving at close to one and a half thousand feet a second were not powerful enough to kill the enormous creatures by themselves.


			The gun bearers handed forward second guns kept ready for this moment, then reloaded the now emptied first guns as fast as they could, hands and fingers moving through the process with skill honed by hours upon hours of practice.


			The herd started to run. With blood streaming from their wounds, they tried to flee from the deadly storm that had torn into them. Not one made it more than four or five yards before the hunters’ second shots punched into their flesh.


			Four females fell, great bodies thumping hard onto the forest floor.


			The rest ran on.


			‘Go! Go! Go!’


			At the Frenchman’s command, the men at the base of the ridge rushed forward. Horses snorting. Dogs barking. Men shouting. All added to the chaos of the moment, the sounds mixing with the terrified screams of the herd as they tried to escape the ambush.


			The men with the guns rose from the ground, the need to hide away long gone now. More shots were fired as freshly reloaded guns were handed forward. More animals fell, bodies tumbling into the dirt. Blood flowing into the tangled greenery on the forest floor.


			The matriarch had heard the sounds of gunfire before. She knew the threat it posed to her family. She raised her trunk high as she trumpeted into the sky to encourage those that could to follow, then ran hard, fast, thrashing through the undergrowth, three females and half a dozen calves doing their best to stick with her. Every adult beast was bleeding, grey skin slathered with red.


			The dogs and the horses chased them down.


			None of the herd would be allowed to escape.


			The men on horseback started to fire; revolvers, shotguns and carbines shooting fast. Even the lighter bullets struck the wounded animals hard, slowing them, hurting them. With dogs and horses chasing them down and heading them off, the herd had no choice but to turn back.


			It brought them back into the range of the hunters with the guns.


			Shots came at them the moment they turned. More bullets struck them, gouging, tearing, cutting deep.


			The last of the young females went down, her despairing trumpet of agony ending abruptly as she died a bloody, vicious death.


			Only the matriarch still stood.


			She came to a halt, blowing hard, blood flowing freely from the dozen rents in her flesh. She stared at the men, horses and dogs that surrounded her, shaking her great head as she tried to understand the end that Fate had decreed for her.


			The Frenchman came closer, pace slowing as he closed on the last elephant standing.


			He stopped then, looking at her in admiration. She was a magnificent creature that inspired awe even in the fast-beating heart of the man who would soon order her death.


			‘Here.’ A breathless voice announced the arrival of one of his men at his side.


			‘Are you loaded?’ The Frenchman’s voice rasped as he snapped the terse question.


			‘Yes.’


			‘Then get ready.’


			The two men were no more than twenty yards from the huge beast they had hunted down.


			The matriarch stood still, eyes moist, a single fat tear running down the side of her head where it mixed with the blood flowing from the deep crevices the hunters’ bullets had carved into her skin. She stared back at the two men. Beast facing her hunters.


			‘Kill her.’ The command left the Frenchman’s lips in barely more than a whisper.


			The man at his side pulled the trigger.


			He could not miss. The heavy round punched into the matriarch’s forehead, blowing out her brain, and she dropped like a stone.


			It was over.


			‘Make sure they are all dead.’ The Frenchman spoke in English, directing his men to the line of bodies ahead. Few of the elephants had been killed outright. Most of them still moved, bodies heaving and twisting where they had fallen.


			His men swarmed forward. All understood what had been said. It was the sole prerequisite for being included in the Frenchman’s party, the language the only one shared between the polyglot group. Otherwise, all a man needed was a pair of working arms and legs, and a conscience not troubled by killing.


			The Frenchman followed his men until he stood over the body of the matriarch. She was quite dead, but that did not stop the flow of blood that poured into the warm soil from the dozen rents in her flesh. The Frenchman cared nothing for the sight of so much blood; he had seen enough in his life for it not to offend. He had eyes only for the animal’s tusks, and he tutted as he saw a fat crevice running the length of one of the pair. Its value had been halved in an instant. And that did offend.


			Around him his men were doing as he had ordered. Any elephant left alive was killed where it lay. Shots came one after the other, the sickening thump of bullet striking flesh sounding clearly.


			‘Herman.’ The Frenchman summoned one of his men, a German from Munich who was the best shot amongst them and who would do whatever he was told, no matter what.


			‘Ja?’


			‘Get the blacks. Make a start.’


			The German did not so much as twitch at the curt command. ‘Ja, stimmt.’ He turned to do his master’s bidding.


			‘And kill those noisy bastards.’ The Frenchman gestured to the calves, which were whimpering forlornly as they thumped their trunks against the corpses of their freshly slaughtered mothers, their distress both loud and pitiful.


			‘Jawohl.’


			The Frenchman nodded as the German went to do as he was told. It would take a good fifteen minutes for the main body of his party to be brought forward, the tribesmen with the hatchets and butchers’ knives who would hack the tusks from sockets of bone; these men had been left far from the ambush lest they warn the herd of the presence of the killing party.


			He checked around one last time, making sure there was no danger that he had missed. The corpses were already attracting attention, the vultures and the marabou gathering ready to feast on the bones and flesh that would be left behind, drawn to the smell of blood that would taint the air for miles around. His men would have to work quickly. He wanted the job done long before night fell.


			Herman directed some of them to kill the calves. Laughter followed as a couple of the calves tried to flee at the last, the men making a game of shooting them down. The Frenchman paid it no heed. His men had done well. They deserved a little fun. And it would not last long. They were good shots.


			As he stood there, he carefully removed the single black glove from the wooden hand that had replaced the one he had lost in Mexico. As ever, the stump was hurting. He unbuckled the wooden prosthetic, then slid it from the leather cup that covered his arm from wrist to elbow. Tucking it under his arm, he used his right hand to massage his left forearm, his fingers kneading the aching flesh, not caring that some of his men looked his way. He never hid his disfigurement. It was a part of who he was now. He had nothing to hide. From anyone.


			Only when his arm had stopped paining him did he push the carved wooden hand back onto the leather cup. It took but a moment to buckle the straps that held it in place, the fingers of his right hand well practised at the action. Then he slipped the glove back on, taking time to adjust the articulated fingers so they formed a fist.


			Job done, he went to find some coffee. He would play no part in the butchery that was to follow. His men would make sure the tusks were removed and made ready for the journey back to their encampment. The rest of the animals would be left. He had no use for dead flesh. It could not be sold and so it would be abandoned. Eventually the carrion feeders would strip the flesh from the bones, the skeletons left as a lasting memorial to a herd that had been in the wrong place at the wrong time.


			Life did not matter. Not here. And not when it belonged to animals like those that had died that morning. He was no more moved by their plight than he was by the fate of the cattle led each morning to the butcher’s yard. The only thing that mattered was their price, and that morning had yielded him a fine haul.


			The sun had still not fully risen over the forest, yet it had already been a good day.
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			Cairo, Egypt, 17 March 1869


			Ezbekiyeh Square bustled with life. It was a little after six in the evening, and locals swarmed across the plaza in enormous numbers, each one moving with purpose now that the sun was setting and the cooler air of evening was making itself felt across the great city. The noise was incredible. The call to Maghrib prayers echoed from tall minarets, whilst in the square itself, hundreds of voices clamoured for attention.


			The wealthier merchants were standing by their carts, goods displayed proudly for all to see, whilst poorer street vendors spread their meagre wares on the ground. Both groups were working the crowd, their bold claims and vague promises shouted with the same confidence and swagger no matter the status of the seller. Water carriers were there in numbers, heavy clay amphorae clamped tight to their backs in tight wicker sheaths, the tin cups that hung down onto their chests clanging as they clashed together, their cries adding to the clamour. Boys led donkeys through the throng, high-pitched voices competing with one another as they tried to sell their beasts’ backs for a few piastres. With them came men carrying snakes, carpets, bags full of fish, baskets of bread or any other of the thousand commodities that were demanded by the denizens of the city.


			The few Europeans in the crowd stood out, the sombre greys and blacks of their tailored clothing so very noticeable amidst the pale galabia of the locals. These ubiquitous long robes came in dozens of shades, from whites, creams and greys to the palest blue of a winter sky. Men wearing turbans added a splash of colour to the scene, those who favoured a brightly coloured yellow or red cloth in place of a simple brown cap or battered red fez bringing a gaudy warmth to the beguiling palette of colours.


			The consul general’s agent wrapped his shawl tighter over his borrowed galabia as he paused at the corner of Boulevard Halim, close to the side entrance of Shepheard’s Hotel. He stood still, a living statue, eyes scanning the great horde ahead. He was early, and so he would have to wait. He leaned against the wall of the hotel, counting off the seconds whilst taking time to survey the crowd. He was searching for danger, for a sign that someone in the great crowd was aware of his presence. He had learned to be cautious. He might no longer be on the battlefield, but that did not mean he was safe. Even here, surrounded by a thousand people, he knew he could be in danger. He would not be being paid if he were not.


			Enough time passed. He moved on, walking into the great square that was the beating heart of the vibrant city of Cairo. The whole area had been cleared over the course of the last few months, the canal that had been dug in a futile attempt to prevent it flooding during the annual inundation now filled in, the bruised earth still clearly visible beyond the macadamed surface of the main road that ran straight through the plaza’s centre. The houses of the Copt quarter, which had once butted up to its northern flank, had been torn down, to be replaced by empty building plots.


			The Khedive of all Egypt, Ismail Pasha, was said to have grand plans for the centre of his greatest city, just as he had grand plans for the whole of his country. Like so much of Cairo, the square was to be redesigned and modernised, a beautiful French pleasure garden planned for its centre, whilst new cafés and a theatre would be built to entertain and please all those who were drawn to the city now that the Suez Canal was soon to be opened. The country was at the start of a new age of prosperity, one that had been secured by the great waterway that would connect the Mediterranean to the Red Sea.


			The agent strode into the throng, taking his place as just one more local amidst many. He was following his instructions to the letter, just as he had promised he would. He had built his fledgling reputation on his ability to do exactly as he was instructed, completing whatever mission he was given no matter what it took. He had only been in Cairo for six short months, but already Colonel Stanton, the consul general, knew who to send for when something had to be done, especially when that something needed an unofficial, and completely deniable, solution.


			A party of Egyptian soldiers ambled through the crowd. They wore bright white trousers and tightly cut hip-length jackets with a single row of brass buttons down the front. Like all Egyptian soldiers, they sported red fezzes with jaunty little tassels that flicked back and forth as they moved. Their smart uniforms marked them out, but it was their loud voices and laughter that eased their passage through the locals, the men, women and children who found themselves in the soldiers’ path moving out of their way with alacrity. The agent ran his eyes over the soldiers’ faces as he passed, checking for any hint of familiarity before averting his gaze and letting them go by. He had only seen his contact once before, a clandestine rendezvous in the street behind the British mission two days before. Yet it would be enough for him to recognise the man. It would have to be. For there could be no failure. The consul general’s message had to be delivered.


			The agent slowed his pace as he made it to the heart of the square, but his eyes were never still as he searched every face coming towards him. It was time to be patient, and to wait for the moment when he located the man he had been sent to hunt down. He made sure to match his posture to those around him, mimicking their gait and the slow shuffle of their sandalled feet. He did not fear the presence of the soldiers. He had fought men like them too many times to count. The Beaumont–Adams five-shot revolver he carried underneath his galabia was loaded and ready for use. He could draw it in an instant, a slit cut into the right hip of his robes for just that purpose. He did not doubt that if he had to fight, he would win. For he would kill without a qualm. No matter the consequences. No matter the cost.


			He pressed on behind a man carrying a basket filled with eish baladi, the bread that was served at nearly every meal, as much a utensil as it was a filling part of the repast. It was easy enough to follow the baker then angle his path so that he curved back around until the setting sun was in his face as he headed towards the western side of the square.


			Time was passing slowly, yet the agent felt no sense of impatience. The moment for action would arrive only when Fate was ready, whether he wished it to come quicker or not. Nothing could change the future. Only Fate could do that. She had been his mistress for well over a decade. He had placed his life in her hands the moment he had stolen a British officer’s scarlet uniform and taken it for his own. She had led him from one continent to another, first to the battlefield at the Alma River in the Crimea, then to the east to fight in India and Persia.


			He had once believed that he had discovered himself in those early years. He had learned what it was to lead men in war, and what it took to survive. He had thrived, learning his skills then applying them in the bloody maelstrom of battle. These had been the years when he had believed himself to be a warrior and a commander. There had been pride then, stubborn, hard-earned, bloody-minded pride. Pride that had led him back to Europe and the slaughter at Solferino. Much of that pride had been left behind amidst the silent mountains of corpses that had filled the tiny villages of northern Italy, but Fate had not let him find peace. She had taken him further afield, and he had voyaged to the United States of America, where he had thrown himself into the dreadful destruction of the civil war that had torn the young country apart, once again leading men into battle before striking out on a lonelier path on his own. It had been in America that he had discovered that much of what he believed he had learned about himself was wrong. He was no warrior. He was nothing more than a killer with a gun and a sword. His survival was in Fate’s hands, not his own.


			Another group of soldiers came towards him. Once again the consul general’s agent surveyed each face in turn. None matched the image he carried in his head. He was about to move on when he saw an officer trailing after the soldiers. In place of the bright white uniform of the men, the officer wore a longer tail coat in dark blue, paired with dark blue trousers. On the jacket’s shoulders were heavy gold-fringed epaulettes, but it was not the gaudy demarcation of the man’s rank that caught the agent’s attention. It was the moustachioed face under the red fez. A face he had seen before. The face of the man he had come to find.


			The agent’s steps did not falter as he located his target. He shuffled on, eyes cast downwards, giving nothing away even as his heart beat faster. He let the officer and the soldiers get away from him before he changed course, sliding past two men carrying a huge rolled carpet then heading back the way he had come, sun warm on the back of his head.


			A dozen or more people now separated him from the officer in his fine blue uniform. Enough to screen his presence as he began to follow, but not so many that he would lose sight of his target.


			As he watched, the officer broke away from the soldiers and turned right, heading towards the southern side of the square, where the impressive house and gardens of Ahmed Pasha Taher looked out over the open space. The agent followed, making sure to hang back. The officer paused just once, turning to glance hurriedly over his shoulder, as if he felt the presence of someone behind him. Yet the moment passed quickly, and he pressed on through the crowd that was already starting to thin now that the chill in the air was making itself felt as the sun sank lower into the far horizon.


			There were many tight, narrow streets on the southern side of the square. The officer entered the nearest, pace unaltered as he left the open space behind. For the first time, the agent hesitated. The locals who had screened him from view had dispersed. Now there was no one between him and the officer. To follow was to risk discovery, but there was nothing else for it, not if the message was to be delivered, and so the agent lowered his chin and pressed on.


			The houses on either side of the street huddled close, upper storeys projecting out over the narrow roadway, sealing off the light and casting everything below into shadow. It was noticeably cooler here. The agent felt it keenly, the skin on his face tingling. He glanced up. The tiny sliver of sky that he could see beyond the encroaching buildings was getting dark.


			Ahead, the officer increased his pace, as if the cold was urging him to his destination. The agent followed, eyes fixed on his target’s back. He kept them there as they walked further from the square, following the street for no more than a dozen yards before the officer turned into an alley even narrower than the first. Locals flowed both ways, voices filling the narrow space with noise. The agent paid the babble no heed, mind focused on his target and nothing more.


			The two men kept moving, as if locked together by an invisible tether. The agent lost his bearings within the first five minutes. The labyrinth of streets on this side of town was impossible to navigate for anyone who had not been born here. In many ways, it reminded him of the cramped alleys of Whitechapel, in London’s East End. Away from the main thoroughfares, a newcomer to the city would find themselves lost in moments. But that did not matter this night, and he did not spare a thought to finding a way out of the maze. That was for later. For when his mission was done.


			Then the officer turned.


			It was not for long. But it was just long enough for him to see the agent. For one long, drawn-out moment, the two men stared at one another, their eyes meeting for the span of a dozen heartbeats.


			The officer began to run.


			‘Shit.’ There was time for the agent to hiss the single word before he increased his own pace to match that of his quarry.


			The chase was on.
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			The agent pushed his way through the crowd, elbows working hard to force a passage whilst trying to keep his eyes on the officer, who was fast disappearing from sight. It was hard going. Men shouted at him, faces creasing in sudden anger as he fought to shove past. He paid them no heed, ignoring hands that clawed at him or thumped against his shoulders as he bundled his way by.


			The alley bent sharply to the right, then opened onto a small square. After the tight, claustrophobic confines of the last hundred yards, it should have come as a welcome respite. At the centre was a small oblong fountain, a thin jet of water gushing out of each face and falling into a surrounding pool. On another day, it would make for a pleasant place to rest a while, the cooling water a boon in the usually boiling-hot city. But not on that crisp March evening.


			The agent reached the square just in time to see the officer pause by the fountain. For a second time he looked back, eyes narrowing as he spotted the man on his tail, assessing the threat he faced.


			Two soldiers sat near the fountain, bottoms perched on the very edge of the retaining wall of the pool. Both started to rise as the officer’s presence was noted. A rapid burst of Arabic greeted them as they came to a slow attention. At once, both men’s heads turned towards the agent. More orders followed, a raised hand and a pointed index finger leaving no doubt that he was the target of the quick-fire instructions.


			The agent saw the two soldiers turn to face him. Neither looked like much, not to a man who had fought the Persian Fars at Khoosh-Ab, or who stood on the slopes of the Bull Run river as the Confederate army gutted the blue-coated ranks of the Union column that had come so close to turning their flank and securing the north their first victory of the war. Yet they still provided an obstacle, one he would have to brush aside.


			The officer shouted one last word of command, then scurried away, leaving the two men to do as they had been told. Both stepped forward, placing themselves directly in the agent’s path.


			‘Stand aside.’ The agent gave the first command of his own as he kept his eyes on the back of the departing officer, marking his path as best he could. He did not expect to be understood. Most locals spoke some French, the language of choice for the khedive, but the agent knew little more than a handful of words. Few spoke English. He would have to make them obey him a different way. One understood the world over.


			Arabic came back at him as the two men moved to stand on one side of the fountain. Neither one was taller than the agent, who stood just shy of six feet, and both were slight of build. Gestures followed their words, short, sharp waves of the hand that made it clear that the agent should turn and go back the way he had come.


			It was an instruction he would never obey.


			He did not hesitate. There was no time for that, not if the target was to be caught. He came forward, quick, short steps taking him directly towards the two soldiers. The one on the left raised his hands with palms held out to stop the man the officer had commanded him to hold at bay. The agent kept coming, left arm sweeping away the soldier’s hands whilst he curled his right hand into a fist. The moment the soldier’s arms were knocked to one side, he lashed out, the punch moving quicker than the eye could track. It connected with the very point of the soldier’s chin, the blow powerful enough to snap his head back as if it were held on his shoulders with a spring.


			The soldier staggered, then crumpled, senses gone, hitting the ground on his backside then lolling back so that he was laid out on the ground as neatly as if he had just gone to sleep.


			The second soldier’s eyes widened in a moment of horrified shock as his comrade was knocked on his arse. He had no time to do anything but stare as the agent twisted on the spot, using the momentum of his swinging right arm to turn him around and leave him facing the astonished soldier. As soon as the two men were eyeballing one another, the agent stepped forward, then slammed his forehead into the soldier’s face. It was a brutal blow, one that came straight from the dark back streets of London’s East End, and it pulped the man’s nose, flooding his face with blood.


			The agent kept moving forward, even as his own head rang with the force of the butt. He grabbed the front of the soldier’s white jacket, pulling him forward. There was time to see the blood-splattered face loom towards him before he twisted around, rolling the man over his hip then pushing hard. He tumbled over the low retaining wall of the pool, hitting the water with a splash, then flailing his arms as he tried and failed to keep his head above water.


			The fight, if it was to be called that, was over in more than two dozen seconds, the agent already moving away as he went after the man he had been sent to find.


			It would take more than two off-duty soldiers to slow him down.


			As he jogged down the alley, he was starting to breathe harder, the nippy air rasping in his throat. Despite the chill, he could feel sweat running down his spine and into the waistband of his drawers. Yet the galabia he had chosen was perfect for the chase, the flowing garment leaving his limbs free, a cooling rush of air around his ankles as he ran.


			He saw the officer almost the moment he left the square behind. Clearly he had expected the two soldiers to delay the man chasing him down, and so he had slowed to a walk. He would pay a price for such complacency.


			The agent increased his pace. The officer turned at the sound of fast-moving footsteps behind him, but he was too late to react. The agent grabbed his lapels then hauled him forward until the two men’s faces were no more than an inch apart.


			‘I want a word with you, chum,’ he hissed. He dragged the officer to one side of the alley, turning him around as he did so. Then, holding him tight, he frogmarched him through an archway that led down the side of a tall town house that loomed over the alley.


			It was darker here, and the agent pushed the officer ahead of him, holding tight to his jacket. A fine wooden doorway stood at the far end of the alley, the frame beautifully carved into an intricate pattern. The door itself was shut tight, and it served perfectly for the agent as he thrust the officer forward, twisting him around then pushing his back against the door so that he hit it with a solid thump.


			‘You know who I am?’ He fired the question at the officer, who tugged down his jacket where it had been ruffled by the agent’s rough handling.


			Unintelligible Arabic came back at him, the officer’s face twisting with distaste as he addressed the man standing in front of him. The agent cut him off in mid-stream.


			‘Stow it, chum. Speak the Queen’s English. I know you can.’ He felt something on his face and swiped the back of his hand across his cheek. It came away streaked with blood. It was not his. It belonged to the unfortunate recipient of the headbutt he had thrown. He left the rest where it was. It would serve as warning to the man standing in front of him, a visceral pointer to the fate he would suffer should he resist.


			More acerbic Arabic followed, the officer starting to raise his voice. The agent shook his head, but the officer kept talking, the words coming fast and loud and in a tone sure to attract attention. He had to be stopped, so the agent threw his right hand forward, clamping it over the officer’s mouth.


			‘I said stow it.’ He snapped the command before easing forward so that he was pressed even closer to the man in front of him. ‘Let’s try this again.’ There was no hiding the menace in his voice or the threat in his hard grey eyes. ‘Do you know who I am?’


			The officer’s own eyes widened over the hand that was crushing his lower face. Understanding dawned. There was fear in his expression. Real fear. He nodded, the action awkward with his head held tight.


			‘Good. Now I’m going to move my hand. If you so much as breathe too loud, I’ll rip your head off and piss down the hole. You understand me?’


			Again the officer nodded, this time repeating the gesture over and over to make sure it was understood.


			The agent took half a step back, removing his hand as he did so. He watched the officer carefully, waiting for any disobedience. There was none.


			‘Good.’ He took a second to glance over his shoulder. The alley was empty. All was as it should be. It was time to deliver the message he had been instructed to give.


			His right hand moved quickly, sliding through the slit in his robe, and he drew the revolver smoothly, keeping it out of the officer’s sight line. The weapon was heavy in his grip, yet its weight was reassuring. It completed him.


			‘So, my good friend Colonel Stanton gave you clear instructions, and from what I understand, he paid you to do a job. A job that included you writing him a little list. Now I want that list. The one you promised. The one you were paid to deliver.’ He kept his voice low, so as not to attract attention from any passers-by.


			‘I don’t have it.’ The words were spoken with a guttural accent, but they were clear enough.


			‘So you do speak English,’ the agent snorted.


			‘When I must.’ There was disdain in the officer’s tone, but it was wrapped in fear.


			‘Good. Then we won’t misunderstand one another. I want the list.’


			‘I don’t have it.’


			‘Why?’


			‘It is not so easy to do this thing.’


			‘Bullshit.’ The agent slowly raised his right hand, revealing the revolver. He did not threaten the officer with it. He didn’t have to. The officer saw it. He knew what it meant.


			‘Tomorrow. I will deliver it tomorrow. Or the day after.’


			‘No, that’s not how this goes.’ The agent shook his head slowly. ‘I want it now.’


			The officer opened his mouth to protest once again, but whatever words he had planned to utter were lost as he looked straight into the agent’s unrelenting stare.


			‘Give it to me now.’ The agent held out his left hand. The consul general had said the man would be carrying the list. The refusal to hand it over was a delaying tactic, nothing more. The officer would stall, then ask for more money. But Stanton would not be played. The agent was not to leave without the list. No matter what it took.


			The officer hesitated for a second, then slipped his hand into a pocket, producing a small black leather notebook that he held out towards the agent.


			‘There, that wasn’t so hard.’ The agent took the notebook in his left hand. He had no idea what the list contained. He did not need to know, and he knew he would never find out. Such was the way with his current employment. He was not paid to ask questions, just to carry out the instructions he was given. Nothing more. Nothing less.


			‘Now. If you make a fuss, I’ll fuck you up. You understand?’ For the first time, a hint of a smile played over the agent’s face.


			The officer’s mouth opened as though to reply, but whatever words he had for the agent died as he considered the hard-faced man in front of him. His mouth closed and he nodded.


			‘Good. Now you walk your chalk. Make a ruckus and I swear I’ll shoot you down where you stand.’ Having delivered his last instruction, the agent stood to one side, making space so that the officer could leave.


			For his part, the officer needed no urging. He moved at once, easing past the agent, careful not to let their bodies touch, then scurried away without so much as a backwards glance.


			The agent let him go. Only when he had disappeared out of sight did he let out a sigh. It had been easy. Too easy. He was almost disappointed. It would have been interesting had he been forced to be more persuasive. He slid the revolver back under his galabia, settling it into the holster he wore around his waist. The two soldiers had been something of a distraction and had added a little spice to the night’s chase. But the fight had been over in the blink of an eye. Neither of them had offered a challenge, not to a man who had killed more times than he could recall.


			He let out another sigh, then started on the long walk back to his suite of rooms at the Hotel d’Albion. He would deliver the list to his master the following evening, just as he had been instructed.


			Maybe his next mission would present him with the excitement he craved.


			Until then, he would have to wait.


			He would have to be patient.


			And Jack Lark knew himself well enough to know that patience was not one of his greatest virtues.


			It never had been.
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			The banquet was hosted by Ferdinand de Lesseps, the French diplomat-cum-developer who had taken the lead role in the building of the Suez Canal, which was finally nearing completion after nearly a decade of construction. De Lesseps had taken over the entire terrace of Shepheard’s Hotel, as well as the ballroom and half the foyer. He would not let it be said that he was anything but a generous man, and he wanted to ensure that the visiting Prince and Princess of Wales would not leave Cairo with anything but the best impression of his hospitality.


			Jack walked to the edge of the terrace, doing his best not to sigh. He had no desire to be at the glittering reception. Hobnobbing with the powerful men who ran the city was not his thing, and he wished his boss had chosen a different venue for their meeting. Yet the consul general was a busy man and his day had been spent out of town, which meant this was the first opportunity for his agent to report on his latest mission.


			The khedive might spend his time tucked half inside the pocket of the French, but that did not deter the British from trying their best to undermine their ally and to exert an ever-growing influence on the ruler of Egypt. The forthcoming opening of the Suez Canal only made that ambition more important, and Colonel Edward Stanton, the consul general, would not tolerate any delay regarding his various plans and schemes to increase British sway in Egypt. It had been Stanton’s impatience that had sent his agent into the night to find the Egyptian colonel who had failed to deliver the goods that had been promised.


			Jack surveyed the crowd. It was disappointingly familiar, even though it was the first such event he had attended in Cairo. No matter that he did not recognise a single face; he had been to enough such events over the years to know what sort of people would be here.


			The men wore formal tail coats over black trousers, the sombre colour dominating every space. The few women present sported extravagant evening gowns in muted pastels decorated with every imaginable type of frill, flounce and bow. The dresses were often swathed in large overskirts made from some sort of gauze, the dense covering almost hiding the colour of the silk beneath. The women wore their hair curled behind their heads in a chignon, decorated either with an eclectic collection of ribbons woven around the coiled tresses, or with a peacock or ostrich feather tucked deep into the tight curls. A few were pretty enough to attract Jack’s attention, but most were older, their heavily powdered faces contorted into rictus smiles of exquisite pleasure that sat at odds with eyes that darted around the throng, surveying the crowd to see who was talking to who and who was wearing what.


			Jack waited on the fringe of the gathering, trying in vain to spot his master.


			‘Monsieur?’ A waiter wearing an immaculate white galabia proffered a silver platter on which sat tall flutes of champagne.


			Jack glanced at the champagne and shook his head. He had no taste for the ludicrously expensive tipple.


			‘Would monsieur care for something else, perhaps?’ The waiter was not deterred.


			‘Have you got any Allsopp’s?’


			The waiter smiled. ‘Of course, monsieur. We have their pale ale on draught.’


			‘Perfect. Thank you.’ Jack caught a hint of a smile on the waiter’s face. ‘I’ll wait here.’


			‘Very good, monsieur.’ The waiter bobbed his head and backed away.


			Jack half smiled. Things were looking up. Securing a beer was a good start. He took a long, slow breath, summoning some energy as he planned for what was to come. He would wait until his beer arrived, then he would begin to work around the rooms looking for Stanton. When he had reported in and delivered the notebook, he would attack the buffet then be on his toes. There was a fine spread laid out, de Lesseps sparing no expense: platters of hashed meat wrapped in cabbage leaves next to heavy black dishes filled with mutton that the guests would eat with their fingers, the meat cooked for so long that it would pull apart with ease. A neat pile of fine white linen napkins stood next to the cauldrons of meat ready for the guests to wipe their hands clean. Other dishes awaited: sausages filled with garlic alongside bowls of chicken broth thickened with rice. For those favouring something sweet, there were pastries of every type, dozens of small bowls of almonds and cherries, and small dishes filled with tapioca flavoured with rose water dressed with more almonds that had been crushed to little more than a fine powder. It would make a good meal for a man of limited means, and Jack vowed to make sure he ate his fill before leaving with a good stash of the tasty pastries squirrelled away inside one of Shepheard’s napkins.


			‘Your pale ale, monsieur.’ The waiter had returned. He carried a fresh silver platter bearing a single tall cut-crystal glass filled with golden beer. The glass was misted, a promise that the beer had been chilled.


			‘Thank you.’ Jack took the glass, noting its cool touch. For the first time in a long time, he smiled widely, before raising the beer to his lips and taking a hefty draught. It tasted like heaven.


			He stopped himself before he could drain the glass in one go. He might not want to be there, but he should at least deport himself with reasonable manners. He had learned in the officers’ mess how a gentleman should act, his stint as an orderly giving him ample opportunity to study his betters. It had taken time to learn their ways, but that first grounding had served him in good stead over the years. He would never be at home in their world, but he had long ago learned how to look comfortable in any surroundings, and how to fake it so that it appeared to anyone who should look at him that he belonged there.


			It was time to get on with it. He nodded his thanks to the waiter, then moved along the edge of the terrace, making sure not to make eye contact with any of the faces that glanced his way. He was no good at small talk, and he would do his best to avoid conversation with anyone but Stanton.


			It took five long minutes to discover that Stanton was not on the terrace. With his half-drunk beer in hand, Jack moved inside. Twice his search was interrupted. The first time was by a fat, jowly man with a sweaty face who staggered away from the terrace to swipe a fresh flute of champagne from a nearby waiter. The two came close to an uncomfortable collision, one that was only narrowly avoided by Jack stopping on a sixpence. He moved on before the man could apologise, his quick feet saving him from both a painful impact and an even more painful exchange.


			The second person to delay his progress was a handsome woman dressed in a muted pink gown swathed in cream muslin. She quite deliberately stepped into his path so that he had no choice but to stop and force a hasty smile onto his face.


			‘Good evening, I do not think we have been introduced.’ She looked at him with hooded eyes as she laid her lure.


			‘No, we have not.’ Jack’s reply was curt to the point of being rude. But he did not care. He had never been one for niceties.


			He made to step around her, moving as quickly as he could. To his annoyance, she sidestepped nimbly, blocking his escape.


			‘Are you a friend of the Frenchman de Lesseps?’


			Jack’s attempt at a smile faded as he was forced to contemplate the lady in front of him. She was slim to the point of stringiness, her scrawny frame making it clear she consumed little more than air and champagne. Her face was long and slender, with a tiny puckered mouth and quick blue eyes that ran over his body in the span of a single heartbeat. He knew her type at once. She would be the bored wife of an official, or perhaps a merchant, her life spent bossing servants around and entertaining other bored wives by providing afternoon tea, or perhaps sharing a hand of bridge.


			He did not doubt that there was every chance she might consider his battered charms intriguing. There had been enough women in his life to know that some found them appealing. He did not look like other men, he knew that. His face bore the marks of the life he had led. A raised scar ran across his left cheek until it disappeared beneath the beard he had grown for the sole purpose of hiding as much of the blemish as he could. His body bore many more scars, some on display but most hidden from view. He was also leaner than nearly all the men present that evening. He had put on a few pounds since the previous year’s campaign in Abyssinia, but it would take longer than that to develop the sort of exuberant belly sported by almost every other man he could see. Not that he could claim all the credit for that. He was as lacking in willpower as any other man of his age when faced with sweet treats, and he drank more beer than was good for him, but at least his lack of funds did a fair job of preventing him from most types of overindulgence.


			He liked the way he looked now. It was vanity, he knew that, but he did not care. He would never allow himself to become fat and lazy like the men in that room. He did not crave comfort and leisure. He wanted something more. Something that was not found in the comfortable surroundings of hotels or clubs, or in the stifling presence of the inbred and wealthy.


			‘No.’ The short answer would be all he gave her. He feinted a pace to the left, waiting for her to mirror his movement, then stepped quickly to the right, leaving her behind. He did not linger, even as he heard her disappointed half-stifled cry as he escaped her clutches.


			The ballroom was just as busy as the terrace. A sea of flushed and sweaty faces greeted him, along with the noise of a hundred people all speaking at once. He had no desire to enter the room, but to his relief he spotted Stanton standing on the fringes of the throng, his head bowed as he spoke to a much shorter man. Their conversation was intense, neither one of them revealing any sign of pleasure at the exchange. Stanton might be at the social gathering of the season, but that would never stop him working.


			Jack moved towards his boss, taking care not to get too close to anyone who might feel the need to draw him into a conversation. When he was a few yards away, he paused, waiting in the shadows until Stanton spotted his arrival. It did not take long. The consul general nodded once to acknowledge his presence, then carried on with his conversation, leaving Jack to stand there.


			Jack did not mind waiting. Especially when he had a beer in his hand that needed drinking.
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