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CHAPTER 1


			The Munich hospital’s staff knew the blond-haired surgeon as ‘Herr Doktor Holke’. It was not his real name.

			Harrison Locke contemplated his patient. Paul Telemann had visited his Hausarzt – general practitioner – with several symptoms. Shortness of breath, ripping chest and back pains, difficulty walking. The doctor immediately referred him to the hospital for a full check-up. The alarming truth did not take long to find. Telemann was suffering from an aortic dissection, in imminent danger of aneurism. Emergency surgery was needed to save his life.

			‘Doktor Holke’ – Locke – was the duty surgeon. The first stage of the operation was routine to him. With the anaesthetised patient lying on his right, an incision was made down the chest. The ribs were cracked open and spread. The major organs were moved aside for access to the heart. Then, with blood-thinning medication administered, the aorta and its major branches were clamped.

			Locke examined the distended blood vessel. Would it require repair, or reconstruction? The latter was far more difficult, and risky. The chance of death during the extensive surgery was high.

			The thought sent a familiar frisson of excitement through him.

			Telemann’s life was literally in his hands. And not merely as an outcome of his surgical skills. He could kill the German on a whim. The tiniest deliberate slip of the scalpel, just a millimetre or two, and Telemann would die. The perfect murder.

			If Locke chose that route, it would not be for the first time.

			His explorations of mortality had begun in his teens, with animals. A pet mouse first piqued his curiosity. He had dissected animals in biology class at school. But they had all been dead. He’d wanted to see what it looked like inside while still alive. The bloody results intrigued him; he was keen to learn more. The mouse, he’d informed his parents, had escaped. He was told off for his carelessness. There would be no more pets on which to practise.

			No pets of his own, at least.

			Squirrels, birds, a couple of local cats had been lured into traps for vivisection. He’d begun with knives, then advanced to a scalpel bought for ‘crafting’. His skills advanced with each new subject. He started to borrow veterinary and medical texts from the library. His pleased parents had taken that as an interest in medicine in general. Their prompting on whether he’d considered it as a career made him think: Why not? He’d enjoyed what he had done so far. The focus required; the need for precision; the visceral sensation of cutting into living flesh. They appealed to the very core of his being.

			His crowning teenage achievement had been the dismantling of a stray dog persuaded to follow him. After that, he’d forced himself to restrict his activities. There was a greater goal ahead; being caught killing animals could threaten it. He dedicated himself to the task of obtaining his medical degree.

			He succeeded. Any number of options in the world of medicine opened up to him.

			Instead, he had chosen to join the British army.

			Why? was a question he still couldn’t quite answer. An urge for adventure? Avoidance of the stifling bureaucracy and tedious cliques of hospital life? Perhaps both. But also, perhaps another reason.

			It would allow him to kill, legally and with impunity.

			At the time, the army was embroiled in Afghanistan and Iraq. He’d made it clear he was ready and willing to serve on the front line. As a result, he saw violence and the deaths resulting from it on a regular basis.

			The first human he killed was a wounded prisoner in Afghanistan. A young member of the Taliban, shot in the abdomen and leg. Locke could have saved him; the surgery would have been simple enough. But on the drive back to base, an urge overtook him. The man was an enemy, who would kill him given the chance. He wasn’t worth saving. So why not do what he had always wanted to do?

			The prisoner was restrained for transport. The other soldiers in the Foxhound patrol vehicle were occupied with more pressing matters. Locke had pretended to work on the man’s wounds. While doing so, he cut his femoral artery and let him bleed to death.

			The Afghan’s helpless realisation that he was being murdered thrilled Locke far beyond his imaginings. The power he held! The sheer charge of watching life vanish from another’s eyes . . . and knowing he was responsible. No other feeling he’d ever experienced came remotely close in intensity. He wanted more.

			Carefully, diligently, he had worked to get it.

			The prisoner’s death was given only a perfunctory investigation. Locke had made sure it looked accidental, a result of the bullet wound. Besides, nobody cared.

			He dealt with three more Afghans in similar ways. Still no one was bothered. But he knew he needed to be wary. Too many deaths at his hands would make him look incompetent. For a man who sought perfection in all things, the idea was . . . insulting. So he became more fastidious in choosing his victims, looking for borderline cases. Those who would die without surgery . . . but could easily die during it. The choice was Locke’s. The power over life and death was his alone. To use as he wished.

			The next person he’d killed had been a British soldier. He’d felt no qualms about doing so even when the man was on his side. There were no nations beyond death. Another two Afghans after that . . .

			Then, for the first time, Locke killed out of emotion.

			It had been for the most trivial reason. His victim was a British officer, a major. Locke was a captain. The man had annoyed him a few months earlier, pulling rank, inconveniencing him. The major later ended up under Locke’s knife. He did not leave it alive.

			This time, though, the case was not borderline. Locke had actively needed to work to end his life. He still did so carefully. But not quite carefully enough. The death of an officer brought a full investigation. Locke had performed countless similar procedures with no fatalities. Why this time?

			He’d covered his tracks. Had explanations and justifications for every point raised against him. But for the first time since his teens, his parents asking about the mouse . . .

			He’d felt the sweat of fear on his brow.

			Locke had been cleared. But it had been a narrow thing – and now others would be suspicious. He would be watched closely, his future options limited. What to do? He’d considered leaving the army, but civilian practice would be even more restrictive. He needed another alternative . . .

			And then, as if in answer, he was approached by SC9.

			The most deadly of Britain’s spears, as it had been put to him. SC9 was an agency so covert, not even the Prime Minister knew it existed. An assassination bureau, functioning under total deniability. Doing what needed to be done while keeping politicians’ hands clean.

			Sometimes, it even dealt with politicians themselves. The interests of the British state as a whole came above any individual within it. Anyone who threatened it in any way was a target for SC9. At home or abroad, British or foreign. No nations beyond death.

			Locke was approached because someone at SC9 had realised what his investigators hadn’t. He was a murderer, a psychopath, who had killed without being detected. For most agencies, that would have been not merely disqualifying, but cause for imprisonment.

			For SC9, it was a requirement. Nobody was recruited to it without having killed at least once during service. Whether that killing had been sanctioned or not was irrelevant.

			So he had willingly joined. Gone through the most demanding training of his life. Successfully become a member of SC9. He had been given two new identities. One was his name: Harrison Locke. His birth name was gone, all but forgotten. His past was no longer relevant. The other was his code within SC9: Operative 61.

			Now, almost two years later, Operative 61 had another assignment. Like most SC9 missions, the goal was simple – kill the target.

			Telemann was not that target. He would be merely a bonus.

			If Locke decided to kill him.

			He examined the aorta more closely. Ultrasound imaging had been performed, but in a rush once the case’s urgency was realised. The result was inconclusive. His own experience would now determine the course of action. Fenestration, or open reconstruction? The wrong choice, and Telemann would die whether he wanted him to or not . . .

			Locke made the decision. He raised his scalpel to open the aorta and begin a repair. Paul Telemann would live today. The German would go the rest of his life unaware of the truth. He was alive only because Locke had permitted it.

			That choice had been made for two reasons. The first was that a successful operation would be beneficial to Locke’s cover. The second . . .

			There was no way to see the fear in an unconscious man’s eyes.

			It was evening by the time the surgery was concluded. Successfully, of course; Locke had not expected any other outcome. He knew his skills were exceptional. That part of Dr Holke’s résumé had not been forged.

			There was a real Dr Holke in Denmark. As far as Locke knew, he was alive and well. The Dane had no idea another man was using his name. SC9 had put Locke forward for the surgeon’s position some months earlier. Britain’s electronic spy agency GCHQ monitored all communications from the hospital. Phone calls and emails regarding Holke were intercepted, redirected. Internet search results were amended. When Holke’s employers were contacted for references, those responding were actually in England.

			There was a small risk that the deception might be uncovered. Someone in Munich could have encountered the real Holke at a medical conference. But SC9 had done its homework. Holke had been chosen specifically because that risk was minimal.

			When Locke arrived for his first interview, he’d been certain he would get the position. His résumé had been tailored for it. He was fluent in German, charming when needed. His interviewers accepted him as who he claimed to be. With his surgical record and excellent references, his appointment was all but inevitable.

			Once he was in place . . . his mission could begin.

			Another stage of that mission would be carried out that night. Locke checked his watch as he removed his scrubs. There should be plenty of time, but his target would not follow a set timetable. He had to be in position well in advance.

			He changed into his suit and donned his glasses, then departed. He was heading for the lifts when someone called ‘Stef!’ behind him. After four months in character, Locke responded at once to the name. He turned to see his immediate superior, Dr Rudolf Emmerich, approaching. ‘There you are,’ said Emmerich. ‘I’m glad I caught you. I wanted to say well done on the Telemann procedure.’

			‘It was straightforward enough,’ Locke replied. He was not being performatively modest, simply stating a fact.

			‘And that’s why we’re glad to have coaxed you out of Denmark. From what I hear, the aorta was in imminent danger of rupture. A very difficult operation. But you didn’t even break a sweat.’

			Locke gave the other surgeon a brief smile. ‘Perhaps one drop.’

			‘Ah, so you are as human as the rest of us.’ A chuckle from Emmerich. ‘I’ve invited the team for a celebratory drink. Will you join us?’

			‘Normally, I’d love to,’ Locke lied. ‘Unfortunately, I have a prior engagement.’

			‘Oh, I see. A pity. But there’ll be plenty more successful procedures to celebrate, I’m sure.’ Another small laugh. ‘Then I won’t detain you. See you on Monday.’

			‘I’ll see you then, Rudolf,’ said Locke, continuing on his way.

			He took the elevator down to the underground parking lot. Heading for his car, he was surprised to hear his cover name called again. Another doctor angled towards him. ‘Working late?’ asked Gerhard Hitzfeld. The other surgeon was a few years younger than Locke, in his mid-thirties. The Operative found him irksomely pushy.

			‘A long procedure,’ Locke told him. ‘Emergency aortic reconstruction.’

			‘Successful?’

			‘Of course.’

			A twitch in Hitzfeld’s expression told Locke he had taken the factual statement as arrogance. He didn’t care. ‘We should swap shifts sometime,’ said the German. ‘You deal with the Friday night broken-bottle gashes for a change.’ A hint of challenge behind the too-broad smile.

			Again, Locke didn’t care. ‘I will have to check my diary, but we could do that. Work is work.’

			It was not the answer the other man had expected. ‘Oh. Good, that would be good, yes.’ His veiled attitude vanished. ‘Hey, you should come round to my place for another drink one evening.’

			Locke had endured various social engagements with his new colleagues. Establishing Holke as open, friendly and popular aided his cover, however tedious the task. ‘I’d enjoy that, thank you.’ He wouldn’t. ‘We will have to arrange a time. Speaking of time, you don’t want to be late for your shift.’

			Hitzfeld checked his watch. ‘Oops, no, I don’t. Okay, I’ll see you later. Have a good evening!’

			Locke continued towards his car. ‘I will.’

			Locke sat unmoving in the dark, waiting.

			He had broken into the apartment two hours earlier. That gave him more than adequate time to prepare. He wore medical coveralls, paper booties over his shoes, latex gloves, a facemask, even goggles. An all-encompassing disposable protective sheath, to minimise shedded DNA evidence. The Covid-19 pandemic had made such items far more widely available. That they were hospital-issue would no longer point towards him.

			He had set out everything else he needed on the bed. All that was missing now was his target.

			Said target went on social media by the name Franka Jannings. Mild irony that both hunter and prey hid behind false identities. ‘Franka’ was actually a man – a transvestite. On his Facebook profile he claimed to be a pre-op transsexual. To Locke, the difference was academic. Any surgery would be merely cosmetic, a façade over genetic reality. And he was the expert in surgical matters, after all.

			Jannings’ real name was not relevant. What mattered was that he matched the profile. The right age range, a regular at the nightclub, a cross-dresser, lived alone. Another victim for the Bondage Killer.

			That was not the name Locke would have chosen, but it was perhaps inevitable. The German tabloid media was as salacious and sensationalist as its British counterpart. Three identical murders in four weeks? Obviously the work of a serial killer. With the sexual and fetishistic overtones, the newspapers were delighted.

			After tonight, they would be ecstatic. The total would rise to four identical murders in six weeks. The pattern behind the killings would be absolutely unmissable.

			Which was exactly what Locke and SC9 wanted.

			A glance at his watch. The nightclub had now closed, so Jannings would be on his way home. There was a chance he might spend the night at someone else’s place. That would disrupt the pattern, but it was an unavoidable risk. However, GCHQ had tracked Jannings’ phone back home on the two previous club nights. A more likely issue would be that he did not return alone.

			Locke was unconcerned. He’d carried out three supposed serial killings, but there had actually been four deaths. The second victim came home with another man. Locke ambushed him, stabbing his heart, before overpowering his target. The mission then proceeded as planned. The extra death was to Locke’s benefit. Establishing that the Bondage Killer murdered others as collateral damage foreshadowed his ultimate objective.

			He waited, a spider unmoving in its web. Eventually he heard a sound outside the apartment. Footsteps: high heels on the hallway’s hard-wearing linoleum. He moved into position behind the bathroom door. Was anyone with his target?

			No other footfalls. Good. That simplified matters.

			A rattle as a key was pushed unsteadily into the lock. Jannings was probably drunk. Again, good: an intoxicated victim was easier to subdue. The door opened. The footsteps became louder, sharper, as heels clacked on the wooden floor. The hall light came on. A stumble, followed by mumbled obscenities in German. A thump as shoes or boots were kicked off. Would the target enter the bedroom to undress, or visit the bathroom first?

			The bedroom. Locke heard the door open and readied himself. Jannings entered the room – then stopped in surprise. He had seen the items on the bed. A confused exclamation—

			Locke stepped out silently from the bathroom. His target was right before him. A long blonde wig obscured Jannings’ shoulders. That didn’t matter. The surgeon knew exactly where to strike. The edge of his right hand chopped hard against the base of the German’s neck. Such a blow to the vagus nerve could be fatal. But Locke was precise. He intended only to stun, and was successful. Jannings fell forward on to the bed as if his bones had liquefied.

			The Operative moved quickly. His victim would soon recover. But everything had been prepared. He dragged the limp figure up the bed and rolled it on to its back. The limbs were spread, and cuffed at the wrists and ankles. A large ballgag was forced into Jannings’ mouth and buckled in place. Then the ropes attached to the cuffs were pulled and knotted tight. His prisoner was now completely immobilised.

			Completely helpless.

			Locke switched on the light, then regarded his bound victim. At first glance, Jannings could pass for a woman. But a few seconds’ observation revealed the truth. Visible larynx despite the costume jewellery trying to cover it, wide shoulders, narrow hips. Unmistakeable signifiers of masculinity. Locke’s lips curled in disapproval. Why deny what you were?

			No time for further musings. Jannings was starting to recover. Locke stood at the head of the bed, looking down as his victim’s eyes focused. Bewilderment became shock, then panic. Jannings struggled against the bonds. No use. Locke had secured them well. A muffled cry came from behind the gag.

			‘Be quiet,’ said Locke firmly. He knew the sound would not be audible outside the apartment. The command was merely to establish his authority. Jannings looked up in terror at the masked figure. Another strained yell. Locke pushed his palm down on Jannings’ throat. The noise became a choked rattle, then stopped.

			The prisoner stared at him, wide-eyed. The unspoken questions were obvious. Who are you? What do you want? Then, a deeper fear manifested in the trapped gaze. Jannings had just realised the intruder’s identity. Locke had monitored his social media posts over the past few days. Their tone was mocking detachment. Sure, there’s a serial killer targeting Munich’s trans community. But I’m not scared. I’m still going to the club on Friday. Nothing will happen to me.

			Wrong.

			Locke opened the leather bag he had placed beside the bed. He took out a large pair of scissors. ‘This is nothing personal,’ he told Jannings. He brought the scissors to the neck of his victim’s dress and began to cut. Jannings struggled against the ropes as the blades snipped downwards. He tried to cry out again as cold metal brushed his skin. Locke returned a hand to his throat; the sound stopped. One last cut, and the dress was opened. He peeled the two sides apart. Beneath it, Jannings wore a red bra containing silicone breast forms, and matching satin underwear. Male genitalia were tucked within.

			Locke contained his distaste. There was work to do. More snips, and both undergarments were sliced in half. Jannings’ body was now fully exposed. He shivered in terror. Locke regarded the expanse of flesh with surgical professionalism. Then he returned the scissors to his bag – and drew out a scalpel.

			Jannings’ eyes again went wide in fear as the blade was held over his genitals. Castration while still alive was the first stage of the procedure. ‘I assure you,’ said Locke, ‘I am not doing this for any kind of personal pleasure.’

			But, tingling anticipation rising as the scalpel lowered, he knew that was not entirely true.

			The task was done. Then came the follow-up.

			It was tedious, thought Locke, but essential. The removal and careful positioning of the victim’s organs added a ritualistic element. Catnip for the media – and a distraction from his true objective. The authorities, he knew, were already concentrating on that aspect. GCHQ was monitoring the Munich police’s communications on behalf of SC9. Was there a secret meaning to the act? A clue to the killer’s identity? A warning of the next victim?

			There was, in reality, nothing. It was all nonsense, devised by Locke and his superior. More diversions and distractions to occupy investigators, and conceal the true objective.

			Which would be his next, and final, target.

			One final review of the grim tableau. Was everything as it should be? There had been an unexpected interruption. A noise at the door while he was extracting the victim’s liver. He froze – was someone coming in? But then the unseen person moved on to another flat. Locke waited for a full minute before resuming his task. Had the disturbance affected it?

			Unlikely. He knew what he was doing. Remove each organ surgically, then lacerate the cuts to appear less skilled. He could have simply hacked out each organ in the first place, but . . .

			An involuntary sneer. The very idea was offensive. Perfection in all things. Words he did his best to live by. He was sure his work met the necessary standards.

			Locke collected his belongings and left the bedroom. There was still blood on his gloved hands. He went to the front door and checked through the peephole. Nobody in the hallway. He opened the door and smeared a bloody runic symbol above the handle. That would ensure the murder was quickly discovered. He closed the door and went back into the flat.

			He had entered via a narrow French door in the living room. He opened it and peered outside. A small third-floor balcony overlooked a snow-covered courtyard between apartment blocks. Few lights were on. No movement, no sound. He carefully stepped out, snow crumping underfoot. He would leave footprints, but was unconcerned. His shoes were a size larger than he normally wore, padded out with tissue paper. They would be incinerated with the rest of his coverings.

			Locke took a plastic sack from his bag. All his shroud, bar the gloves, went into it. He dropped it to the ground below. Then he donned a coat he had left outside and closed the door. The bag had a strap; he shouldered it, then began to climb down. He took his time, minimising noise. At last he was on the ground. Fresh snow had already covered the footprints he’d left on arriving. More was falling; the new set would soon also be obliterated.

			The gloves went into the sack, which he tied up tightly. He checked for nearby activity. Nothing. He was clear.

			His objective completed, the Operative vanished into the night.

		

	
		
			

			
CHAPTER 2


			Angry shouts woke Alex Reeve.

			He jerked upright in his bed, instantly ready to fight. Had SC9 found him? Or were the Slovenian police carrying out a raid?

			Neither. He recognised the voice. Daxner, as usual yelling when something wasn’t to his liking. He calmed, but didn’t lower his guard. He was a hunted man, on the run. Any potential threat had to be treated as a real one. If SC9 caught him, they would kill him. If he was arrested for any reason, the same would soon happen. He had burned through the last of his fake IDs in Italy four months earlier. Now he was technically an undocumented immigrant, his presence in the European Union illegal. If caught, he would be photographed, fingerprinted, detained.

			And SC9, watching for him via Britain’s extensive intelligence networks, would be alerted.

			He had evaded the assassination agency for nearly two years. Once, he had been part of it. SC9 had recruited him from the British army’s Special Reconnaissance Regiment. He became Operative 66 – newly qualified, ready to serve his country. Then his colleagues turned on him. Another Operative, a mole backed by Russia, had framed him for his own espionage actions. Reeve was declared Fox Red: a traitor, to be killed on sight. It was a status that could not be rescinded. Even though he eventually exposed the spy, he was still marked for death. He knew too much.

			Alone, wounded, he ran. Then, unexpectedly, he met someone who helped him. Connie Jones, a nurse. She tended his injuries, gave him a place in which to recover. He told her what had happened; she believed him. Trusted him. Fell in love with him. And he fell in love with her. They escaped as one, the perfect couple, together for ever . . .

			Until he left her. Abandoned her. Betrayed her. Every day since had felt like a jagged spike through his heart.

			At the time, he’d thought he was doing the right thing. SC9 had found him again. Sooner or later, they would catch him. Kill him. If Connie was with him, they would kill her too. So he did what he believed was necessary to keep her safe. He walked away. Left her behind. Alone.

			Regret had been almost immediate, overwhelming. He returned to Venice to look for her. But she was gone. He had no way to find her. She had given up everything to be with him. He repaid her sacrifice by leaving her when she needed him the most.

			She was gone. And though his wounded heart still held the hope of finding her again . . .

			Deep down, he knew that would never happen.

			He had lost the most important person in his life. As much as he tried to blame SC9, the decision had been entirely his.

			The greatest mistake he had ever made.

			And now he was here. A tiny room in a run-down house on the periphery of Bled, Slovenia. Living with other undocumented immigrants, runaways and criminals. Chopping down trees deep in the surrounding forests in the dead of winter. Everything about the work was illegal. No forestry permits, wages paid in cash to dodge tax. But it was work he had to do, because . . . he had no choice.

			He had exhausted his remaining resources in the months after leaving Connie. Winter came, so he needed shelter. Which cost money. Without ID, real or fake, he couldn’t get any kind of legal job. The lumberjack work was all he could find. He knew he was being exploited. But it was that or nothing.

			He checked his watch. Just before seven. Time to get up. His employers collected their workers at eight. He got out of the clammy, creaking bed. It was a single. He missed having a big bed.

			But he missed sharing it with Connie even more.

			Reeve made his own breakfast. He generally kept himself isolated from the four other men in the house. Enough time was spent in their company during the long working day. He only interacted with them when there was no other choice.

			This was one of those times. The kitchen was cramped, but Marko Daxner was holding court at the table. The crop-haired Slovene was large in body and voice. Reeve only got the general gist of the conversation; his grasp of Slovenian was limited. The two men in Daxner’s entourage listened, laughing sycophantically. The dynamic around the table reminded Reeve unpleasantly of his bullying father. He too had had his own posse of hangers-on and bootlickers. Little fish, hoping for scraps from the shark.

			Reeve brought his plate to the table and sat at the opposite end from Daxner. The big man pointedly did not acknowledge him. On his arrival, Daxner had tried to demonstrate the house’s pecking order through physical intimidation. Reeve effortlessly overpowered him and flattened him face-first on the table. After that, Daxner left him alone.

			The house’s last occupant entered, looking agitated. Like Daxner, Hedeon Pinsker was large, but his timorous attitude seemed to halve his size. He regarded the other men, twitched when he noticed something about Daxner, then hesitantly approached. Daxner smirked dismissively. He knew exactly what Pinsker was concerned about.

			Reeve quickly worked it out for himself. Daxner was wearing a thick fleece with a distinctive orange collar over his other clothing. Reeve recognised it as Pinsker’s. The Belarusian hesitantly asked for it back. Daxner refused with a laugh, his sidekicks joining in.

			Pinsker’s cheeks flushed with anger and humiliation. He seemed about to protest, but quailed at Daxner’s menacing gaze. Instead he turned to Reeve. ‘He’s stolen my fleece,’ he said – in Russian. Both men were fluent speakers. ‘I’ll freeze today if I don’t have it. Can you make him give it back? Please?’

			Reeve’s eyes flicked towards Daxner. The Slovene suddenly paled. Pinsker’s expression became hopeful . . .

			Then collapsed as Reeve replied. ‘Not my business,’ he said – in English. Pinsker and Daxner knew the language. The Slovene laughed again. Face burning red, Pinsker scurried from the room.

			‘That guy’s such a loser,’ said one of Daxner’s clique, in Italian. The comment was aimed at Reeve, who was passing himself off as that nationality. The youthful Sergio Mangano claimed to have fled Italy after getting a powerful man’s daughter pregnant. Whether her father was in the mafia or a politician varied in the telling.

			‘Yeah, yeah,’ the other man agreed. Otakar Antal was another Slovene, but in this region Italian was a common second language. ‘Pathetic, utterly pathetic. I don’t know why he’s here. He can hardly lift an axe!’ He laughed, glancing at Daxner as if hoping he would join in. When he didn’t, the sound quickly stopped.

			Daxner’s gaze finally turned towards Reeve. ‘Surprised at you, Martin,’ he said. Reeve currently went by the name ‘Leo Martin’. It was generic enough to have come from any of several countries. ‘Thought you’d be the sort to play the hero.’

			‘Like I said,’ Reeve replied flatly, ‘not my business.’

			The battered old minibus ground uphill into the forests above the Radovna Valley. Twelve men were squeezed inside. Reeve and the others from his house worked alongside another, similarly indigent group. Conversation was muted. The dirt track was bumpy, the day snowy and grey and cold.

			Pinsker in particular felt that latter. Even with a coat on he was shivering, hands clenched tight for warmth. He glared angrily at Daxner, two rows ahead. The Slovene had made sure the stolen fleece’s orange collar was in prominent view.

			Why didn’t you help him?

			The inner voice was Connie’s. Reeve’s conscience had adopted it some time before. You would have done while we were together. You could have made Daxner give it back with no trouble . . .

			I don’t care any more, was his unspoken reply. That wasn’t strictly true, he knew. Rather, he didn’t want to care any more. Without Connie, nothing mattered.

			Any willingness to express feelings had been beaten out of him as a child. Then further forced down by his military and SC9 training. He was an assassin, after all. But in their time together, Connie had reawakened his long-dormant empathy. He had started to care, first for her, then for others . . .

			But now it was too painful. All it did was remind him of what he had lost.

			The wound in his heart ached again. He angrily shut down the thought. The only thing that should be on his mind was survival.

			There were three basic options. The first was hide: as he was doing now. Stay well out of the way, below the radar. Avoid being noticed. So far, the tactic was succeeding. But without money or resources, it was a miserable, stressful existence.

			Less stressful than the second option, though: run. Keep moving faster than he could be tracked. Again, a tactic that became increasingly difficult without money. Lacking a passport, he was effectively trapped in Europe’s Schengen travel zone. A big arena in which to run, sure. But even after Brexit, British Intelligence still had eyes everywhere. One unwitting appearance in a facial-recognition database would ring alarm bells. And then SC9 would come after him.

			The anger returned at the thought of his former employers. That led to the third option.

			Attack.

			He had tried that before. His mentor during training, Tony Maxwell, surreptitiously provided help after realising Reeve had been framed. The aid was information: the name and location of SC9’s boss. Sir Simon Scott had headed the agency since its creation three decades earlier. Reeve confronted him twice. The first time, at Scott’s vacation home in France, was to plead his innocence. Scott rejected his appeal out of hand. The second time, Reeve escalated to threats. He infiltrated SC9’s London headquarters to deliver an ultimatum. Leave me and Connie alone, or I’ll expose SC9 to the world.

			He had the power to do that. The mole had hacked into SC9’s servers and copied hundreds of files: assassination records. Encrypted copies were released to the media around the world. All that was needed to decode them was the password.

			Reeve had obtained it. But . . .

			He couldn’t bring himself to reveal it. The Operatives had killed in allied countries as well as hostile ones. Even within the UK itself. Politicians, officials, businesspeople, journalists . . . if Scott decided they harmed British interests, they were declared targets. And his definition of British interests was extremely broad.

			Releasing the password would damage Britain diplomatically and economically. The fallout would hurt ordinary people more than the Establishment elites Scott worked to shield. Whatever SC9’s head asserted, Reeve was no traitor. He couldn’t do it. He’d signed up to SC9 to protect the country, and all its people. His motives had been honest – and hadn’t changed.

			The stolen files were too blunt an instrument. To release one, he would have to release them all. He’d had another option. Craig Parker, the mole, had copies on his phone. Reeve had taken it from him, gained access. He’d used a few selectively, to persuade Maxwell to help him. He could have continued to do so, drip-feeding chosen files to the media. That would have raised questions, drawn outrage – and bogged down SC9 into inoperability.

			But the phone was at the bottom of the Venetian Lagoon, lost in his escape. The only way he could now attack SC9 was to expose an operation in progress. And the chances of doing so were slim. Secrecy and deniability were the Operatives’ raison d’être. Scott had trained his people well.

			A vision of Scott’s face flashed through his mind. A plump, smug bureaucrat, who had taken the power of life and death upon himself. If Reeve had only been dealing with Maxwell, his offer of détente would have worked. But compromise was not in Scott’s nature.

			His fists clenched involuntarily. Scott had been at his mercy, twice. If he had killed him, he and Connie would be safe – and together.

			Despite the cold, that knowledge stoked a furious fire inside him.

		

	
		
			

			
CHAPTER 3


			Tony Maxwell had delivered the speech to SC9 recruits-in-training before. But this was the first time he would do so as the head of the agency.

			He regarded the current batch as they stood at attention in the training facility’s gymnasium. Men and women, ranging from their mid-twenties to late thirties. All came from various arms of the British security state: the military; intelligence services; police. Their records and profiles showed them to be loyal and extremely capable. SC9’s training in the Scottish Highlands had made them even more so.

			And all had killed in the line of duty. Whether authorised to do so or not. That was what had first brought each to SC9’s attention.

			For the early months of training, the recruits were known simply by numbers. Now, they had adopted their new identities. Maxwell regarded each in turn. Patrick Steele. Jake Wells. Lynn Powell. Chris Franks. Ella Brand. Paul Taylor. Bland, generic monikers; nothing memorable. Even an Operative’s name would be lost in a crowd.

			If they became Operatives. That was why he was here, why he had endured the tedious journey from London. Sir Simon Scott, his predecessor, had always remained a distant leader. He’d preferred to stay hands-off, an isolated, somewhat threatening figure behind the curtain.

			That was not Maxwell’s style. He had trained most of the currently active Operatives. He knew their strengths personally, not just as bullet points in a file.

			Now he was the director of SC9, though, he had to rely on those files. This was the first time he had met the recruits. He hoped all would still be here by the end of the day.

			He suspected, however, that some would not.

			Time to find out. ‘Good afternoon,’ he said. ‘My name is Tony Maxwell. I’m the director of SC9. My predecessor, the man in charge when you first arrived, wouldn’t have made this visit. But I’m not my predecessor.’ Maxwell had actually killed his predecessor. The justification was that Scott let an operation get out of control, threatening SC9’s security. That was true, as far as it went. Maxwell even went so far as to obtain approval from the other intelligence chiefs. But Scott’s removal, by retirement or other means, had always been part of his plan. ‘If you complete your training and become Operatives, I’ll be your boss,’ he continued. ‘But I’m here today . . . to give you one last chance to drop out.’

			Confusion from the line of men and women. Their thoughts were obvious: Why would we want to do that? There had originally been nine. Three had failed to meet the gruelling physical requirements. But the remainder had pushed hard to get this far. Why leave now?

			Maxwell began his explanation. ‘You’ve been training for six months to be the most deadly agents in the world. But so far, you haven’t been told the exact reason why. It’s now time to answer that question. But there’s a question each of you has to answer first.’ He paused, letting expectation rise, before continuing. ‘It’s this. Is there a limit to how far you’ll go to protect and serve your country?’

			He let them take in his words before elaborating. ‘Are you willing to break national and international law in the performance of your duty? Are you willing to sacrifice your freedom, or even your life, if that’s what’s required? This is the point of no return. If the answer is anything less than an unequivocal yes, SC9 doesn’t need you.’

			He assessed the recruits’ reactions. The instructors, watching from nearby, did the same. Based on the profiles they had compiled, Maxwell thought one, perhaps two, would drop out. He might be wrong; he hoped he was. Scott’s rash actions had cost the lives of several Operatives. The agency needed to rebuild. But reliability, total reliability, was infinitely more valuable than raw numbers. Most of all, he needed people who would obey orders – and would not break.

			‘I’ll give you five minutes to make your decisions,’ he said. ‘If your answer is yes, then you’ll learn SC9’s full nature and purpose. If your answer is no . . . you’ll be leaving with me.’ Maxwell turned and marched from the gym, leaving the recruits to make their fateful choices.

			He returned, as promised, exactly five minutes later. An instructor barked a command; the recruits lined up again.

			Maxwell stood before them once more. ‘So. Have you all made your decisions?’ The six responses were in the affirmative. ‘Good. Then, if your answer is an unequivocal yes . . . step forward.’

			Four members of the line advanced. Two men, two women. The two men who did not move were the ones he had expected. Franks had seemed resistant to the idea of breaking the law. His refusal was not a surprise. Taylor had been borderline, though; a shame.

			Maxwell nodded. ‘Okay. The four who said yes, wait over there with Mr Kane.’ He gestured towards one of the instructors. The recruits went to him, leaving Taylor and Franks behind. ‘Mr Franks, Mr Taylor . . . Chris, Paul. I’m sorry to lose you – you’re both exceptionally capable. Your assessment results prove that. But I understand and support your decision. SC9 needs total dedication, with zero room for doubts. If you have any, better we know now than when they might compromise the agency. For security, I’ll need you to leave while I carry on.’ He nodded to two other instructors. ‘If you’ll go with Mr Stone and Ms Flynn to collect your belongings? I’ll see you in the head instructor’s office when I’m finished here.’

			Mark Stone and Deirdre Flynn escorted the dropouts from the gym. Both Operatives gave Maxwell brief, knowing glances as they left. Maxwell’s own face was utterly impassive.

			Stone and Flynn had been at Mordencroft Hall, the training facility, for two weeks. Their roles were specialist instructors. Flynn, a former MI5 officer, was a world-class sniper. Stone had been a Metropolitan Police officer, telling the recruits how to impersonate a cop. Their teachings were a genuine part of the training regime. But they had a secondary purpose for being there.

			‘All right, lads,’ said Stone as they reached the trainees’ spartan bedrooms. ‘Grab your stuff.’ Franks and Taylor entered their rooms to gather their possessions. It did not take long.

			‘Sorry to see you go,’ Flynn offered as the two men emerged. ‘You’re a good shot, Chris. Seems a shame to waste it. Can’t see you’ll find much use for that talent as a civvie.’ There was no going back to service in whatever branch they had left. Part of SC9’s recruitment process was to tarnish the recruits’ prior records. Should they be caught or killed as Operatives, they could be officially disavowed. Written off as disgruntled washouts turned mercenary, criminal or mentally unstable.

			‘Sure I’ll find something,’ Franks replied. He seemed stunned, shell-shocked at the abrupt end to his training.

			‘Plenty of work for blokes who know how to fuck people up,’ Stone said jovially. ‘If you know where to look for it.’

			‘Any tips?’ asked Taylor.

			‘Tell you on the plane,’ said Flynn. ‘Okay, let’s wait in the office until the boss finishes.’

			They trooped downstairs. The office had, when Maxwell was stationed here, been his. It was a functional space, one wall lined with box files. Matthew Green, the new head instructor, had not changed much since taking over. There was not much to change; the only major difference was a new desk. The old one had been wrecked on the day Flynn and Stone graduated as Operatives.

			‘Take a seat,’ said Flynn, pulling out two stacking chairs for the recruits. She positioned them facing the desk. ‘The boss won’t be long. His spiel takes maybe half an hour.’

			Franks and Taylor sat. ‘I just wanted to thank you both,’ said Taylor. ‘For the training. I learned a lot.’

			‘No problem,’ Stone replied. He went to a cabinet behind the seated men. ‘Hey, while you’re waiting, you want a drink?’ The big Londoner opened the cabinet. Amongst other items inside were some bottles of spirits, and glasses. ‘Green’s secret stash.’

			Taylor looked around at him. ‘Are you serious? You’re going to steal the head’s booze?’

			‘Thought alcohol was strictly a no-no at Mordencroft?’ added Franks.

			Stone snorted dismissively. ‘If I stuck to the rules, I wouldn’t be an Operative.’

			‘Go on,’ Flynn added. ‘Live dangerously.’

			Before either recruit could object, Stone started to pour out drinks. ‘Here you go. It’s . . .’ He examined the label. ‘Ten-year-old Ardbeg. Nice.’ He passed a glass to each of the seated men, then poured two more. ‘Here, Deirdre.’ He leaned over Taylor and Franks to give one to Flynn.

			‘Thank you, Mark,’ she replied. Stone straightened and stepped back behind the men. ‘Just wanted to say to you both, it’s been a pleasure. Best of luck for the future.’ She held out her glass towards the recruits. ‘Cheers.’

			‘Cheers,’ they echoed, raising their own glasses to clink them against hers—

			Stone drew a suppressed pistol from his jacket and shot both men in the head.

			Their bodies instantly slumped to the floor. Franks’s glass fell and shattered, Taylor’s somehow surviving and rolling across the floorboards. Flynn had been between the pair, avoiding the bullet fragments from their exit wounds. The splatter of blood and brain matter was another matter. She looked down at her ruined clothes, then back at her partner. ‘You stupid fucking shite, Stone!’ she exclaimed. Training had softened her Northern Irish accent, but now it returned with full force. ‘These were clean on!’ She banged her glass down on the desk.

			Stone shrugged and swallowed his own whisky. ‘Just get changed.’

			‘All my stuff’s packed for when we leave! Fucking idiot.’

			‘You were going to get dirty anyway. We’ve got to clean this up before Maxwell can finish.’ The fate of dropouts was not something the other recruits learned until graduation, if ever. He opened a cupboard, revealing cleaning equipment. ‘I’ll bag these cunts up; you do the floor.’

			‘Fuck’s sake,’ Flynn muttered, collecting a mop.

			Maxwell glanced at a clock on the gym wall as he continued his speech. Flynn and Stone had left thirty minutes earlier. They would hopefully soon complete their grim task. ‘So that’s SC9’s purpose, in a nutshell,’ he went on. ‘We do what needs to be done, before the politicians even know it needs doing. At home, or abroad, it makes no difference. We take out threats to the state, to Britain, to the people. And we do it without anyone ever knowing. Now, I assume you’re all still okay with that? Because after telling you, if you back out now, I’d have to kill you.’ A pause, taking in his audience’s uncertain faces – then he grinned. Relief blossomed, followed by a few nervous chuckles. ‘Trust me. I look after my Operatives. You’re the most valuable assets this country has. I have no intention of wasting you – pardon the pun.’

			More laughter, slightly more confident. But Maxwell’s gaze snapped to the gym’s door as it opened. Stone leaned in and nodded to him, then disappeared again. ‘Okay, I’m done for now. You still have a few more months of training. But you’ve passed the point of no return, and I’m confident you’ll make it. The next time I see you? You’ll all be Operatives.’

			He was slightly taken aback when the recruits broke into spontaneous applause. But he accepted it, smiling. ‘Thank you. All right, Matthew, if you’ll take over? I have to get back to London.’ Green gave an order, his charges quieting as Maxwell headed for the exit.

			Stone was waiting in the hallway outside. ‘All done, guv,’ the Londoner told him. ‘Bags are in the boot.’

			‘Any problems?’

			‘Flynn fucking whining about getting blood on her jeans, but apart from that, no. Straightforward clean-up.’

			‘Good. Where is Deirdre?’

			‘Getting changed. She’ll meet us at the car.’

			‘All right.’ Maxwell started for an exterior door. ‘Let’s get moving. We’ve got a long trip ahead.’

			Stone drove Maxwell and Flynn the sixty-plus miles from Mordencroft to Oban airport. Conversation was subdued. The corpses in the boot made the drive tense, especially when a police car passed. On home soil, such matters could be covered up, but it required time and effort.

			The first leg of the journey was completed without incident, though. A twin-prop plane awaited them at Oban. Permission had been obtained to bring the car right to the aircraft. Shielded from onlookers by the fuselage, the bodies were quickly loaded. The three living passengers boarded, and the pilot soon had them airborne.

			By the time they reached cruising altitude, it was dark. The plane’s destination was London, but it was not flying a direct course. It instead followed a dogleg route over the Irish Sea. The North Channel separated mainland Britain and Northern Ireland. Within it was Beaufort’s Dyke, a trench in places more than a thousand feet deep. Over a century, the British military had dumped a million tons of surplus munitions there.

			That practice had long stopped, but the area still had its uses. The pilot checked waypoints on a navigation screen. ‘We’re over the Dyke now,’ he announced.

			Stone smirked. ‘We all like being over a dyke, don’t we?’ he said, looking at Flynn.

			She rolled her eyes. ‘You fucking child.’

			‘That reminds me, Tony. Which of the new batch’ll be Operative 69? Powell or Brand, I hope.’ A lecherous chuckle.

			Maxwell contained his disapproval. ‘Mark, open the rear door. Time to drop off the cargo.’

			Stone unbuckled his seatbelt and lumbered to the cabin’s aft end. Two body bags lay there, wrapped in chains. Heavy pieces of scrap metal were padlocked to their feet. He leaned over them to unlock the hatch and forced it open against the wind. A freezing gale rushed inside. Stone winced, but crouched and shoved the first weight through the door. The slipstream dragged it backwards, pulling the body with it. It disappeared into the blackness below. ‘Bye, shithead,’ he said. The second corpse soon followed. He peered out of the hatchway as if hoping to see it hit the water.

			‘Don’t fall out,’ Flynn called sardonically.

			Stone retorted with an obscenity that was obscured by the gale, then closed the hatch. He returned to his seat. ‘Least we got rid of them this time. Remember that balls-up in Italy, with the woman from Reeve’s house?’

			‘Christ, don’t remind me,’ sighed Flynn. ‘Driving around Tuscany with a body in the boot. I’m just glad it wasn’t our car.’

			‘MI6 had to clean up after you,’ Maxwell informed them. ‘They weren’t happy.’

			A dismissive huff from Stone. ‘Fuck what Six think. We don’t answer to them.’

			Maxwell made a sound of agreement. That covered the truth, though. To protect himself when removing Scott, he’d had to make a deal with the Devil. Several devils, in fact, one heading each of Britain’s intelligence services. But MI6 was the most troublesome. SC9 relied upon the Special Intelligence Service’s resources when operating abroad. By virtue of seniority, Scott had been able to bully other agencies into cooperating. Maxwell very quickly found that his voice didn’t carry nearly as much weight. That was a problem he needed to address . . .

			His companions did not pick up on his concerns. ‘Can’t believe Reeve still got away,’ said Flynn. ‘Do we know where he’s gone, Tony? I mean, he’s still Fox Red, surely?’

			‘He is.’ That was no longer technically true, though Maxwell kept it to himself. ‘But right now, he’s low priority. If he wanted to expose SC9, he would have done it already. He showed Scott proof that he’d decrypted the files on Craig Parker’s phone.’ That was a straightforward lie. Reeve had shown Maxwell proof, to blackmail him into helping. Maxwell had agreed – because it served his own purposes.

			The Operatives were shocked. ‘He did?’ said Stone. ‘Fucking hell, Tony, why isn’t he SC9’s top priority?’

			‘Because I don’t want another cluster-fuck like Venice,’ Maxwell replied firmly. ‘That was the closest SC9’s come to being exposed. Four dead Operatives, in the hands of foreign authorities. I am not prepared to have that happen again.’

			Stone reluctantly nodded. ‘Point taken. But even so . . .’

			‘I know. Alex Reeve is still a threat. But if he’s hiding, which he seems to be, he’s not an immediate one. Seems we’ve reached a state of détente. As long as he doesn’t mess with us, we won’t mess with him.’

			‘And if he does?’ asked Flynn.

			‘Like I said,’ said Maxwell, ‘he’s still Fox Red.’

		

	
		
			

			
CHAPTER 4


			Muscles aching, Reeve clambered from the minibus. Snow was falling, but more lightly than during the day. His housemates followed him out, stretching and grumbling. They headed for their front door as the bus drove away.

			Reeve waited on the road, though, checking his surroundings. Force of habit. The last time he’d become sloppy, in Italy, SC9 found him. And also because . . . faint alarm bells were ringing in his mind.

			It wasn’t that something had changed. More that something hadn’t.

			He’d been in Bled for over a month. In that time, he’d explored every possible escape route from the house. His military training had also taught him to note vehicles, spot anything out of place. There were no streetlamps, only spill from nearby buildings. But one car stood out as if pinned by a searchlight.

			In itself, it was nothing unusual. A silver Opel Insignia saloon, a couple of years old, about thirty metres downhill. An anonymous vehicle. But compared to the smaller, older hatchbacks common in the area, it stood out. He hadn’t seen it before today.

			Then there was the plate. Bled was in the Gorenjska region of Slovenia. The regional capital of Kranj provided the KR prefix to locally registered cars. The Insignia’s prefix, however, was LJ – the national capital, Ljubljana. The car had been in the same place this morning . . . except facing the other way. It had left after the loggers departed, then returned before they came back. Why?

			‘Leo?’ Reeve glanced around to see Pinsker at the house. ‘You coming in?’

			‘I’m . . . going into town,’ Reeve replied. ‘Can’t be bothered to cook tonight. Might get a pizza.’

			‘Oh. Okay.’ The Belarusian hesitated, clearly wanting to join him, before deciding to save money. ‘I’ll see you later.’

			Reeve nodded noncommittally, then tugged up his coat’s hood and set off downhill. He already suspected the car had an occupant, and was right. As he drew closer, he saw it was tilted towards the driver’s side, windows misted. But part of the windscreen had been wiped clear from within.

			Tension rose. Had SC9 tracked him down? He had minimised his electronic footprint to evade GCHQ’s eyes. No laptop of his own, no smartphone, using only cash. But old-fashioned detective work still had its place. All it took was one pointer to his location, then doggedness.

			The road had been ploughed. Piled snow forced him closer to the parked Opel than he liked. He had no gun, only a small folding knife used for cutting wood. If the person in the car was armed, he could be dead within seconds. But he had to know. His hand closed around the knife, thumb ready to flick open the blade . . .

			He reached the Insignia. Its occupant was visible through the clear patch of windscreen. Male, older, thick-rimmed spectacles. The man stared straight ahead, as if deliberately not looking at him. Then Reeve’s view was obscured by condensation as he passed.

			No movement, no clunk of the door unlatching. Reeve cleared the boot, and kept walking. Five metres, ten. Nothing. At twenty metres, he glanced back. The man inside hadn’t reacted to him.

			But he was watching for him, if only indirectly. The car faced Reeve’s house. The other homes nearby were widely spaced, fields and woodland beyond. There was nothing else he might be observing.
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