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About the Book


The mission comes first. You are a deniable asset. Betrayal is punished by death.


Alex Reeve – OPERATIVE 66 – is a former special-ops soldier and one of the UK’s most deadly weapons. Once a member of SC9, a covert assassination unit, Reeve was framed for treason and now works as a mercenary – while the cold-blooded killers he trained with continue their ruthless pursuit.


To be reunited with the woman he loves, Reeve must bring down SC9 – but only a lone British politician can help expose them. As SC9’s Operatives close their lethal net, Reeve and those he has to protect are plunged into terrible danger.


Reeve must rely on his instincts and expert training to have any chance of survival. But if there’s one man that can never be underestimated . . . it is Operative 66.
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CHAPTER 1


The people Alex Reeve had come to meet were in hotel room 517. He didn’t knock on the door. Instead he waited silently outside, all senses on alert.


In theory, there was no danger. He was here on a mission, his soon-to-be comrades selected by his handler. He had worked as a freelancer for Otmar Kiersch for three months now. So far, he’d had no reason to mistrust the Austrian. His four jobs to date had paid well, all suited to his skills.


His military skills, at least. Reeve had once been in Britain’s elite Special Reconnaissance Regiment. His speciality there had been undercover work: infiltration, disguise and evasion. But after he’d killed in the line of duty, a new career began. One even more dark and secretive.


He had been recruited by the agency known as SC9. Officially, it did not exist. Founded by a former MI6 officer, it was secretly funded by the UK’s intelligence community. It was the blackest of black operations – an assassination bureau.


Reeve had undergone the hardest, most intensive training of his life to join it. He succeeded. He became one of its agents: an Operative. Then . . .


Everything changed in an instant. His tutor and mentor, Tony Maxwell, had tried to kill him. Reeve only survived through the skills Maxwell himself had taught him. The other trainee Operatives also turned on him. SC9 had declared him Fox Red: a traitor, to be eliminated at all costs. He was alone, on the run, hunted by the world’s most lethal assassins. And he had no idea why.


Only later had he learned the truth. Another newly qualified Operative was a mole, aided by Russian intelligence. Craig Parker was no political traitor; his hatred of the British state was entirely personal. He had taken advantage of the Russians’ resources to pursue a shared goal. Both wanted to damage and humiliate Britain diplomatically, rendering it a pariah. Exposing SC9’s murderous activities worldwide would do precisely that. Parker had hacked into SC9’s servers and stolen its records. He then framed Reeve for the theft. With SC9 distracted, Parker could carry out his own plan undetected.


Reeve had stopped him at the last moment. But Parker’s death changed nothing. SC9’s head, Sir Simon Scott, still considered him Fox Red. Choosing survival over death made him untrustworthy. So the hunt continued.


Now, over two years later, Reeve was highly attuned to danger. SC9 had twice almost caught him. He had survived, escaped. But in doing so, he’d lost the most important person in his life . . .


A swell of emotion – regret, anger at himself. He forced it down. Mind on the job. The reason he hadn’t knocked on the door was that self-same attunement. He trusted Kiersch, as far as anyone. But this operation was giving him a twinge of unease.


Muted voices came from beyond the door. Two people. Both male. Distant enough that they were probably on the balcony. It was a hot May day in Gran Canaria; even freelancers liked to catch the sun. He also caught the faint acrid scent of cigarette smoke. The hotel forbade smoking, even on balconies. Someone inside didn’t care.


Brief amusement at that thought. SC9 had required him to be willing to break laws at home and abroad. But this was rule-breaking on a petty, personal level. I want to do this, so I will. Selfish, arrogant. It revealed something about one, or both, of the men in the room.


Was that the cause of his twinge? No. Whatever tripped his mental alarms had happened before he’d even reached the doorway. Something about the job itself. What, though? The objective was similar to another mission he’d undertaken for one of Kiersch’s clients. That one hadn’t raised any worries.


That concern existed at all was itself a concern. He made a decision. There would be no knock on the door. He wanted to see whoever was inside before they saw him.


He headed back to the lifts, taking out his phone. It was a basic burner, one of a couple he had bought on arrival. He entered a number from memory and sent a text. Then he took the lift down to the ground floor.


The hotel’s bar was large, catering for holidaymakers. Even during daytime around thirty people were drinking in groups. Reeve bought a bottle of water, then took up position in a booth. From there, he could observe all the entrances. How long would he have to wait?


A television on one wall caught his eye. CNN, reporting on some international conference. The scrolling chyron at the bottom of the screen told him it was in Sardinia. The Italian connection briefly caught his interest. A man with an American flag lapel pin was being interviewed outside a glass tower.


Not his concern, he decided. Reeve looked back towards the doors, but the flickering images remained in his peripheral vision. A faint smile. Connie had once joked that men’s eyes automatically went to screens, no matter the situation.


Connie . . .


She was the person he had lost. The woman he loved. He had left her, for her own safety. If SC9 found them together, they would both die. That had been his thinking when he walked away from her in Venice.


He had been wrong. Things had changed at SC9. By making the hunt for Reeve very public, Scott had made the agency visible. Too visible. Backed by the UK intelligence chiefs, Tony Maxwell had intervened – and killed his boss. His first act on taking over was to end the hunt. He opted for détente – if Reeve didn’t threaten SC9, so the reverse would be true.


But Reeve hadn’t known. As far as he’d been aware, the Operatives were still targeting him. Connie would be collateral damage. So to protect her, he had abandoned her.


It was the greatest mistake of his life. The wound to his heart was still open, aching. But he had promised himself that he would make things right. First, though, he had to find her. Which was why he was working for Kiersch. The Austrian was a facilitator, acting on behalf of wealthy clients, individuals and businesses alike. He had contacts and resources far beyond Reeve’s. Through him, Reeve would find Connie – and protect her again. It was just a question of how long it would take.


His mind snapped back to the moment as people entered the bar from the lobby. He appraised them with a professional eye. Two men, three women, all wearing bright and light holiday clothing. The men and two of the women were white, the third black. Were the men the other freelancers? Unlikely. Too young, late twenties at most. Kiersch hired people based on their experience. At thirty, Reeve was at the low end of the age range. The group passed him, heading for the bar. The black woman, trailing slightly behind, glanced in his direction. A hint of approval; was she checking him out? He would have to disappoint her. She was attractive, sure, but the only woman he was interested in was Connie.


He looked back at the doors, continuing his watch. Another television, further away, also showed CNN International. He dismissed it, keeping his focus on the entrance. But the distraction remained. Maybe Connie was right about men’s eyes—


Someone he knew appeared on the screen.


His full attention went to it. He’d never spoken to the woman on the television – but he had saved her life. Elektra Curtis was a young, progressive Member of Parliament. She had also been Craig Parker’s first target as an Operative. Scott had decided she was a threat to the country, a troublemaker. He had doubtless expected Parker to arrange an ‘accident’. Instead Parker planned an assassination on live television – followed by the exposure of SC9. The password to decrypt the stolen files he’d emailed to the media would be revealed.


But that never happened. Reeve stopped the attack. He had ended up mere metres from Curtis, looked her in the eye. Then she ran while he pursued Parker. A trained assassin had saved her life, an irony he doubted she would ever learn.


Her career had advanced since then. He vaguely remembered reading that she had become a junior minister while in Opposition. There had since been a general election, which her party won. She had apparently kept her post in government. A caption named her as British Security Minister. There was no sound, so he had no idea what she was saying. The chyron now specified she was at a United Nations counter-terrorism conference. She stood in bright sunlight outside the same building as the American politician.


Again, it was none of his concern. He felt another pang of loss. He had read about her promotion in Italy, with Connie. The night before SC9 found them. A frown. For the first time in his life, he had been truly happy. And then . . .


It was all gone.


Two more people entered the bar. This time, he knew instantly they were the men he was waiting for. The way they carried themselves told him they were former military. Both had seen trouble in the past, and also knew how to cause it. The man leading was in his mid-thirties, bleach-blond hair cropped short. Slightly behind was a taller, older man, thin-faced with receding black hair. Bags under his eyes gave him the look of a sad dog. Neither was dressed for sunbathing, wearing cargo trousers and open casual shirts over t-shirts. Lots of pockets for equipment, the shirts providing concealment for anything underneath. Reeve wore much the same.


He didn’t react to their arrival, sipping his drink. Both men looked around as if expecting someone to signal. When no one did, the blond man scowled, then headed for the bar. His companion ambled after him.


The pair took seats at the bar and ordered drinks. The older, like Reeve, got water. The other man received a glass of some spirit, with Coke. He took a swig, chewing on an ice cube, then turned to watch the doors.


Reeve maintained observation for a few minutes. Conversation between the two was limited. The older man appeared sanguine about the wait. His companion, though, displayed edgy impatience. Not a good trait in Reeve’s present – or former – trade. He would give them another minute, then go over—


The black woman returned – and sat facing him across the booth. ‘Hi.’


Reeve tensed. He was unarmed, and she appeared to be, but he was instantly ready for action. Kiersch had said there would be three others on his team. Was she the third – or could she be an Operative? ‘Hi,’ was his cautious reply.


She smiled, revealing perfect white teeth. ‘So you didn’t like the smell from room five-seventeen either?’ Her accent was French. That meant nothing. Language training for Operatives included specific accents, both national and local.


‘I don’t like the smell of smoke,’ he said – in French.


‘Nor do I,’ she replied in kind. She had a look of playful amusement, as if starting some game with him. It wasn’t an attitude he associated with SC9. ‘If you’re in a job where you might have to run, why slow yourself down?’


‘What kind of job are you in?’


‘The same as you.’ She extended a hand across the table. ‘I’ve been watching those two as well. I was in the booth behind you.’


Reeve cautiously leaned out for a wider view of the room. The people the woman had entered with were at a table in the corner. The booth’s partition had blocked them from his sight. He looked back at his new companion. He had deliberately given her an opening for any hostile action. She hadn’t taken it. She probably was his third teammate, then, but he remained wary. ‘Won’t your friends miss you?’


‘I can always make new ones.’ A small but emphatic thrust of her hand. ‘I’m Roulette.’


He shook it. ‘Roulette? Is that your real name?’


‘It’s the one I use. What’s yours?’


‘Gant. Daniel Gant.’ It was the name on the German passport he had obtained four months earlier.


Her smile returned. ‘Is that your real name?’


‘It’s the one I use.’


She laughed. ‘I suppose I asked for that, Gant Daniel Gant.’ The joke finally prompted a small smile from him. Her own widened in response. ‘Ah! You can smile. I was wondering. It suits you.’


‘Thanks.’ He took in her appearance, on a personal rather than professional level. Her skin was coffee-brown, her long black curly hair highlighted in blonde. Attractive, as he’d thought earlier, but closer inspection revealed a damaging past. Her nose was crooked from being broken and reset. A small scar sat below one eye, a larger one running down her neck. Reeve could tell the latter marked a knife wound. Like himself, she had seen action up close.


He realised she was giving him the same kind of assessment. A crooked grin, then she stood. ‘Shall we meet our friends from room five-seventeen?’


‘Probably a good idea,’ he replied, also rising. ‘I think they’re getting annoyed.’ They both headed for the bar.


Only one of the two waiting men was annoyed, as it turned out. The older reacted to their approach with a small about time shrug. His eyes went approvingly to Roulette – specifically her midriff beneath her cut-off orange top. The blond man, though, was on the verge of actual anger. ‘Did Kiersch send you?’ he snapped, in English. Reeve guessed he was from a Scandinavian country, but couldn’t pin down the specific accent. ‘You were supposed to come to my room. Why did you tell him you wanted to meet here?’


‘I don’t like rooms with only one exit,’ Reeve replied laconically. ‘Especially when I don’t know who’s in them.’


‘And, you smoke,’ Roulette added with a wry smile. The older man gestured slightly with his thumb at his companion: Not me, him.


The blond man ignored her, his attention entirely on Reeve. ‘I don’t like being fucked about. We’re here to do a job. This spy shit? Wastes my time. I’ve done the reconnaissance. Now we need to go through the plan. We’re on the clock. Let’s go.’ He finished his drink and clapped the glass down on the bar before standing.


The older man rose more patiently. ‘I’m Leon,’ he said in a soft baritone. ‘Leon Vincent.’ He held out his hand to the newcomers.


Roulette took it first. ‘Roulette. And this is Gant. Daniel Gant.’ She copied Reeve’s cadence, hiding a smile.


Vincent nodded. ‘Gant?’ he said as he moved to shake Reeve’s hand. ‘I know some Gants. You German?’ Reeve nodded. ‘From anywhere near Stuttgart?’


‘No,’ Reeve told him.


‘Ah. You’re probably not related, then.’ Interest in the Englishman already waning, he turned his attention back to Roulette.


‘I’m Spens,’ said the blond man curtly. ‘Bengt Spens. Now, let’s get on with it.’ He stalked away, signalling for the others to come with him. Vincent let out a small sigh, then followed. Reeve and Roulette exchanged faintly amused looks, then went after them.









CHAPTER 2


Room 517 did indeed smell strongly of cigarette smoke, Reeve found when he entered. Not even the fresh sea air blowing in from the balcony could clear it. The room was all but identical to his, one floor below: basic but comfortable. He went onto the balcony, finding two chairs and a table. A saucer had been used as an ashtray. The stubbed-out cigarette butts were all on one side. A box of Winstons revealed Spens’s preferred brand.


‘Bring the chairs inside,’ Spens said impatiently from the room. Reeve carried them in. The blond man had opened a laptop on a desk, taking the seat at it. Vincent perched on the foot of the bed as Reeve and Roulette sat on the chairs. ‘Okay. I want to make sure we all know what we are doing. Did Kiersch tell everyone the objective?’


‘Get something back from the man who stole it before he sells it,’ Vincent offered. That was what Reeve had been told, though in more detail. Roulette made a sound of agreement.


‘A photolithography plate for a microchip design,’ said Spens, nodding. ‘Worth millions of dollars to the right people. The client wants it back, obviously – before the buyer arrives.’


‘Tomorrow afternoon, Otmar told me,’ Roulette said.


Another nod. ‘So we need to move fast. I was already here after another job, so Kiersch asked me to do the recon. I took photos yesterday and this morning.’ He brought up a folder of images on the laptop. ‘The seller is at this villa in the mountains above Ayaguares. He has bodyguards.’


‘How many?’ Reeve asked, leaning forward to examine the first picture. A large white bungalow with a swimming pool stood in a walled compound.


‘Two.’


‘You’re sure?’


Spens glared at him. ‘Of course I’m fucking sure.’ He stabbed at the laptop, bringing up another picture. This was taken with a zoom lens. A man wearing shorts and sunglasses lay on a lounger by the pool. Two large men in short-sleeved shirts were nearby. One stood in the shade of a porch, the other looking intently off to one side. ‘See? I know what I’m doing.’


‘They look Russian,’ remarked Vincent lugubriously.


‘They could be from anywhere. But it doesn’t matter. Four of us should easily be able to take them and recover the merchandise.’


‘Show us the location,’ said Roulette. Like Reeve she had leaned forward, absorbing the information with professional intensity.


Spens complied, bringing up more pictures. Most had been taken from a position overlooking the villa. ‘Two doors,’ he said. ‘One by the pool, the other facing the main gate.’ He showed a shot taken from a road of the compound’s entrance. A large SUV was partially visible over the wall.


A rocky cliff was visible in the background, beyond the house. Reeve guessed that had been Spens’s vantage point. He formed a mental map of the area. ‘How steep is that slope? Climbable?’


‘Yes,’ Spens replied. ‘I went part of the way down it.’ He went to one of the shots taken from higher up. ‘These trees,’ he indicated a stand of palms, ‘will give us cover. Nobody in the house will be able to see us.’


Reeve had reached the same conclusion. ‘Not until we get to the lawn, anyway.’


‘We go in tonight,’ suggested Vincent. ‘Catch them unawares.’


‘I don’t think it’ll be that easy. Zoom in on the house.’ Spens did so. ‘There are CCTV cameras there, and there.’ Reeve indicated white-shelled devices mounted on the villa’s walls. ‘Can you go closer?’ Another zoom. The image began to pixelate, but it told him enough. ‘I recognise the make. They’ve got night vision and motion sensors. Probably rigged to set off an alarm if anything moves.’


Roulette bit her lower lip. ‘If the doors and shutters are locked, they’ll be awake and armed before we’re inside.’


‘So how do we get close to the house?’ asked Vincent.


Spens flicked through more photos. The three men in the villa came and went from the pool area. ‘The alarms must be turned off during the day. See? They went inside and out a lot while I was watching. If the alarms were on, they would keep sounding.’


‘The alarms might be off, but the motion sensors could still be on,’ Reeve noted. ‘They can send an alert to someone’s phone. If all three guys are in the house, they’ll know they have visitors.’


‘I thought of that,’ said Spens, with a peevish edge. ‘Look at this.’ He went back to one particular image. ‘Camera here, pointing this way to cover the pool. Another one covering the north side of the house. This one aimed at the lawn. But, you see the angle?’ He traced a line down the screen with his forefinger. ‘It’s pointing here, straight along the garden. There’s a gap, here.’ He indicated an imaginary wedge at one side of the lawn. ‘We come down the cliff and climb the wall behind the trees. Then we move around and use this gap to reach the corner of the house. They won’t see us, even in daytime.’


‘Unless someone looks out of a window,’ was Roulette’s acerbic comment.


‘The shutters on these rooms were closed both times I was there.’ He pointed out the sealed windows along both walls by the corner. ‘It’s a big house. I guess nobody is using them.’


Vincent surveyed the picture thoughtfully. ‘If we get to that corner, we can sneak around to the doors.’


‘I thought so too. It’s the best way in. If we split into two teams, one can take each door. We go in at the same time. Catch them by surprise – take them down.’


‘What, kill them?’ said Reeve, frowning. A couple of his jobs for Kiersch had required the threat of force. Actual use of it – deadly, at that – was new.


‘If we have to,’ was the dismissive reply. ‘But if they are smart, they’ll surrender. If they don’t? Their fault. Tough break, hey? Here.’ He opened a desk drawer, revealing several weapons. ‘A gun for each of us, and two stun-guns. Anyone gives us shit, we zap them.’ He tapped a plastic box. ‘Headsets and mics too. We can coordinate the attack.’


Vincent nodded. ‘You are very well prepared. Nice. Good to see a professional at work.’


‘Yeah,’ said Reeve. ‘Very well prepared.’ He regarded Spens probingly. ‘What did you do before you went freelance?’


The look Spens gave in return was not friendly. ‘Are you giving me a fucking background check?’


Reeve’s response was neutral, casual. ‘Just curious.’


‘I was in MUST, if you have to know.’ Swedish foreign intelligence, Reeve knew, its equivalent to MI6. ‘You want me to tell you my dick size too?’


‘I think we can guess,’ said Roulette with a smirk. Vincent chuckled.


The Swede’s face flashed with anger, but he quickly controlled it. ‘All right. Enough fucking around. We are here to do a job. Let’s go through the plan. Two teams. Me and you in one,’ he indicated Reeve, ‘and you two together.’ Roulette and Vincent nodded. ‘There is an entrance to a track fifty metres below the house. We drive up, leave the car there, out of sight. The road is a zig-zag; we walk up the hill to the cliff. Then we wait for everyone to be inside before climbing down . . .’


Reeve listened as Spens outlined the operation, he and the others occasionally questioning or commenting. The plan of action was much as he would have devised, given the same intel.


But again, a twinge of concern rose in the back of his mind. And he still couldn’t pin down why.


By the time everyone had agreed on the plan, evening was approaching. The group left Spens’s room to find food. Reeve had no interest in being sociable, opting to eat in his room. He took advantage of room service; Kiersch was paying for it.


He hadn’t planned to leave the room until the next morning. For some reason, though, even with the balcony door open it felt claustrophobic. The sky was darkening, but the room faced northeast; he couldn’t see the sunset. The urge to do so rose. It had been a shared pleasure when he and Connie lived in the Italian countryside. A void of loneliness welling within him, he headed for the hotel’s rooftop terrace.


It had a small bar, twenty or so people enjoying the view. Roulette was one. She leaned against the railing, holding a drink and gazing towards the setting sun. He looked around, but saw neither Vincent nor Spens. The latter was a relief. Hesitation – he wasn’t in the mood for conversation – but then he joined her. ‘Hi.’


She seemed slightly surprised to see him. ‘Hi. Did you eat?’ she asked in French.


‘Yes. I just fancied seeing the sunset.’


‘So did I.’ The resort town of Maspalomas at Gran Canaria’s southern tip spread out below. Everything was a vivid orange, the sun already halfway below the horizon. ‘It reminds me of home.’


‘France?’


‘Martinique, originally. Which is part of France, even though it’s on the other side of the Atlantic. The sunsets are beautiful there.’


‘I lived in southern France for a little while,’ said Reeve. ‘I liked it. But we moved on to Italy.’


Her look suggested she had questions about his use of ‘we’, but they remained unasked. Instead, she said, ‘So you’ve lived in France and Italy?’


‘Yeah.’


‘England too.’


A cautious glance. ‘How do you know?’


‘You have an accent when you talk in English. From the north, I think.’


‘I suppose I have.’


She gave him a sly grin. ‘Ich habe dich aber noch nichts auf Deutsch sagen hören.’


Reeve’s breath caught. German was not a language he spoke. He recognised a few words: I have, something, of German? All he could manage was a dismissive shrug and, ‘Yeah.’


It didn’t fool her. ‘Interesting,’ said Roulette, smile not diminishing. ‘A German who doesn’t understand German, but has a British accent. And your French accent is distinctly Parisian. I know Otmar’s people like to be mysterious about their pasts, but this?’


‘Probably best that it stays a mystery,’ said Reeve.


‘Oh, I understand. I agree! There aren’t many people I’ve told about my own past. But,’ she became more serious, ‘I’m not sure what to make of you. Leon: I’m going to guess military, then a spook. Probably VSSE.’ Belgian state security, Reeve recalled. ‘Spens? Well, we know he’s ex-MUST, and an arsehole.’


‘I can’t argue with that,’ he said, smiling slightly.


‘But you?’ She looked him up and down. ‘I would say military, special forces. You have the . . . air. But there’s something else. You don’t seem like a spook, though. And the way you didn’t like the idea of killing anyone? It makes me wonder if you don’t want to be in this line of work. Either you do it because it’s the only thing you’re good at, or . . .’


‘Or?’ prompted Reeve.


‘Or, you’re doing it because you have to. There’s something you need. Maybe from Otmar specifically, or one of his clients. It can’t just be money, because, well.’ It was her turn to shrug. ‘There are many ways to get money if you really need it. I think we both know this.’


He wasn’t sure how to take that. ‘Maybe it’s both,’ he said instead. ‘I’m good at it, and I have to.’


‘So you do have to, then. Why?’


Her questioning was making him increasingly uncomfortable. But she didn’t seem to be probing for weaknesses, or leverage. It felt as if she was genuinely trying to find a connection. He had no intention of giving her any identifying details about himself. But still . . .


Reluctance for a moment, then: ‘For someone I care about.’


Her eyebrows rose. ‘Huh. Me too.’ Neither spoke for several seconds. ‘Someone you love?’


‘Yeah.’


‘Me too.’ She appeared sincere, a look of longing on her face. He knew it from seeing himself in the mirror. Then she gave a humourless little laugh, shaking her head. ‘Well, aren’t we a couple of romantics.’


‘Romantics with guns,’ Reeve pointed out.


Her smile returned, if only faintly. ‘Haven’t you ever heard of Bonnie and Clyde?’


‘Yes. They both died.’


‘They lived first. To the full. That’s what counts, I think. Oh, look.’ She turned towards the sun, now almost disappeared. They both watched as it slipped below the horizon. A final shimmer of red, and it was gone. She sighed. ‘Ah, it didn’t happen.’


‘What didn’t happen?’


‘The green flash.’ On his puzzled look, she explained, ‘Sometimes as the sun sets, there’s a green flash. It’s very rare. The conditions have to be exactly right. But I saw it once. We made a wish upon it . . .’


‘Did it come true?’


‘If I tell anyone, it will spoil it.’ That wasn’t said with humour, but pensively, almost sadly. Then she straightened, turning away from the horizon. ‘Anyway. Do you want a drink?’ She gestured towards the bar.


‘No, thanks,’ said Reeve. ‘I just came up here to see the sunset.’ She seemed almost disappointed. ‘I’m here for the job, that’s all,’ he went on. ‘Not to make friends.’


‘That’s a shame. I find you can never have too many friends. Or . . .’ She cocked her head, her expression of prodding humour returning. ‘Or is it that there is only one woman for you?’


‘Yes,’ he said at once.


‘Funny. Me too.’


She was perhaps expecting more of a reaction than Reeve gave her. ‘We’ve got something in common, then,’ he said with a brief but genuine smile. ‘But I should get moving. We need to be up early tomorrow.’


‘I suppose we do.’ She finished her drink. ‘Well, Mister German-with-an-English-accent, I will see you in the morning. And I’ll see if you’re as good as I suspect you are.’


‘Hopefully we won’t need to find out,’ Reeve said as he departed.









CHAPTER 3


Reeve woke to the sound of a mobile phone trilling. He didn’t recognise it at first; the burner had never received an incoming call. He fumbled for it in the half-light. ‘Yes?’


‘I have good news.’ Otmar Kiersch. Reeve’s employer knew not to use his alias on an open line. Both knew all too well who was listening. Britain’s GCHQ, and others besides. ‘The friend you are looking for is in Rome.’


Reeve sat upright with a bolt of excitement. ‘You found her?’


‘One of my contacts did. I do not have the exact address yet. He has to be careful about accessing official information. If he is caught he will lose his job – or go to prison. But he is sure he will have it soon. A week, maybe two.’


‘That’s fantastic.’ So Connie was still in Italy? It was understandable: though born in Britain, she had dual Italian citizenship. But after what happened, she would have been safer moving to another EU country. It would have forced SC9 to widen their search net.


But she was alive. That was the most important thing. And he would soon be able to find her . . . ‘Let me know as soon as you find out.’


‘I will. And . . . I can tell from your voice that you are pleased. I hope everything goes well when you see her again.’


‘So do I,’ he replied, heartfelt.


‘I will let you go. I know you have a busy day.’ Humour at that last. ‘Goodbye.’


‘Bye.’ Reeve ended the call. He sat unmoving for a moment. Then he punched the air with exuberant joy. ‘Yes!’


Even so, his mood was tempered by knowing he had a job to do first. He checked the time. Six-thirty. The plan was to depart at eight. He went to the bathroom. The burner phone was broken into pieces and flushed away. Then he dressed, mentally readying himself for the day ahead.


The hotel had an underground car park. Spens waited by a large Peugeot SUV with tinted windows. Even though it was not yet eight, he gave Reeve an impatient look.


‘Where are the others?’ Reeve asked him.


‘Vincent’s inside,’ came the reply. Reeve saw a figure in the front passenger seat. ‘I don’t know where the woman is.’


‘She’ll be here.’ He opened the rear door. The man in the front was indeed Vincent, giving him a nod of greeting. ‘Where’s all the gear?’


‘In the back.’


Reeve checked the SUV’s rear. A small suitcase was on the third row of seats. He reached to lift it forward. ‘What are you doing?’ Spens demanded.


‘Getting ready.’


‘I’ll issue everything.’ The Swede was almost vehement in his insistence.


Reeve gave him a sarcastic shrug. ‘Did you have to pay a deposit for them?’


Spens either didn’t understand or didn’t appreciate the joke, expression darkening. But before he could say more, a female voice echoed through the car park. ‘Bonjour, mes garçons!’ called Roulette. She had swapped her holiday clothes from the previous day for a more practical outfit. Sandy combat trousers, canvas desert boots with chunky soles, a loose beige overshirt. The cropped grey t-shirt beneath still showed off her midriff, though. He guessed she was proud of it. The display had certainly drawn Vincent’s attention. ‘Are you all ready?’


‘You’re late,’ Spens snapped.


She exaggeratedly checked her watch. ‘You said eight. I’m three minutes early.’


‘Just get in.’ Roulette gave Reeve an amused look, then climbed in beside him, closing her door. Spens sat in the driver’s seat, looking back at Reeve. ‘Give me the case.’


Reeve passed it to him. He opened it and distributed its contents. Each team member received a handgun and magazine, plus a shoulder holster. All donned the latter, putting their shirts on back over them. Vincent was given one of the stun-guns, Spens keeping the other for himself. Reeve didn’t holster his weapon immediately, instead checking it. It seemed well-maintained, the slide moving smoothly as he racked it. A squeeze of the trigger, and the firing mechanism clicked solidly. Reassured, he moved on to the magazine, thumbing out the first two rounds.


Spens eyed him suspiciously. ‘What are you doing?’


Reeve switched on the rear interior light and held the first bullet up to it. There were no scratches or dents to indicate it might have been tampered with. He did the same with the second round. ‘Just making sure everything’s okay.’


The Swede sneered. ‘Don’t you trust me, Gant?’


‘I don’t trust anyone.’


‘Not even her?’ asked Roulette mischievously. Spens looked confused – there were no other women there – but Reeve knew who she meant. He gave her a faint smile, then refilled the magazine before loading the gun. She then checked her bullets as he had, as did Vincent. Spens became visibly annoyed.


‘Has everyone finished fucking around?’ he finally said as Vincent loaded his weapon. ‘All right. We have a job to do. Let’s go.’


He started the Peugeot, exiting the car park with a shrill of tyres.


The village of Ayaguares was in the mountains, some fourteen kilometres north of Maspalomas. Reeve regarded the passing landscape. The road ran through a rocky valley, palm trees and scrubby bushes the only vegetation. Even before eight-thirty, the sunlight was intense, everything bleached and dusty. Not an environment he was used to, but it was attractive in a raw way.


Roulette noticed his interest. ‘Haven’t you been anywhere like this before?’


‘Not quite like this,’ he told her. ‘Been to deserts, in training.’


She took in the snippet of information about his past with a nod. ‘It’s too dry here for me. Martinique is more green.’


‘Did you always live there?’


‘No, I moved to France when I was twenty. For my . . . old job.’ The thought of her former profession seemed vaguely troubling.


Reeve didn’t probe further. Instead, he watched the scenery. A dam blocked the valley ahead, the road switchbacking upwards to bypass it. Ayaguares was there and gone in under a minute, the road continuing higher. ‘Almost there,’ Spens soon reported. He slowed, bringing the SUV onto a dirt track.


‘You should turn around,’ Reeve suggested. ‘So the car’s facing the road. In case we have to leave in a hurry.’


The Swede gave him a poisonous look in the mirror, but made a three-point turn. He parked the Peugeot so it was partially concealed from the road by bushes. ‘Happy now?’ he asked.


‘It’ll do,’ was Reeve’s languid retort. He opened the door and stepped out. The car’s air-con had been on; a dry heat hit him. The temperature was around twenty-five Celsius, he estimated, and would quickly get hotter.


The others also emerged. ‘Okay,’ said Spens, putting the keys in the driver’s footwell and closing his door. ‘The house is there.’ He pointed up to the road. Reeve saw its rooftop over the wall and some bushes. ‘We’ll have to walk past it to get to the cliff. It will take about ten minutes. If we pretend to be hikers, they won’t pay any attention to us.’


‘Oh, I hoped we could pretend to be a marching band,’ said Vincent, with mock disappointment. Roulette grinned.


Spens was not impressed. ‘Again, with the fucking around. I didn’t come here for fucking amateur hour! Get serious. Now.’


Roulette folded her arms. ‘I don’t remember Otmar saying you were in charge.’


‘Someone has to be. Who do you want, him?’ He gestured disapprovingly at Reeve. ‘Come on. Let’s move.’ He strode back up the track to the road. The others exchanged sardonic glances, then followed.


They soon reached the house. Reeve surreptitiously checked it as they passed on the far side of the road. The SUV from Spens’s photos was present, so the occupants were presumably all there. He realised they were at the exact spot where Spens had taken the picture. There was nowhere to pull off the road, a crash barrier along its edge. One of the villa’s CCTV cameras watched the gate and the road beyond. The Swede must have been in plain sight when he photographed the entrance. He shot a critical look at Spens’s back. Who was the amateur now?


Their march drew no apparent attention from the house, though. They continued uphill. The road snaked back and forth on itself as it climbed. Eventually they rounded another bend to find themselves on a stretch overlooking the villa’s grounds. ‘This is it,’ said Spens, taking a water bottle from a pocket.


Reeve surveyed the house below. It was as in the photos. Nobody was in sight, though the door near the pool was open. The shutters at the villa’s northern end were all closed. His attention went to the garden below. The palms and bushes the team would use for concealment were still; there was no breeze. ‘You should have brought suppressors,’ he noted.


Spens realised he was being addressed and gave him a puzzled, then affronted look. ‘What?’


‘These conditions, a gunshot’ll be heard for miles. If there’s any shooting, the locals will hear and call the cops. It could make getting out a lot harder.’


‘You’re telling me my fucking—’ Spens began with anger – then he controlled himself. ‘There wasn’t enough time,’ he continued after a moment. ‘I was already here, I could get the guns. Silencers would have been harder to find.’


‘Let us hope we don’t have to shoot anyone,’ Vincent remarked.


‘Yeah, for sure,’ added Roulette. Reeve realised she was subtly moving to interpose herself between him and Spens. An attempt to break the tension; it seemed to work. Spens took a breath, then turned away from them. ‘We are all professionals, we shouldn’t need— Merde, someone coming.’


A man emerged from the door near the pool. The group retreated slightly, crouching to peer over the crash barrier. Reeve recognised the man from Spens’s photos: the thief, the seller. He wore shorts and an open shirt, eyes hidden behind sunglasses. He went to the lounger beside the pool and stretched out upon it.


‘We can’t go down while he’s there,’ Reeve muttered. He had already taken in the rocky slope below the road. As Spens had said, it would be straightforward enough to descend. But the palms weren’t tall enough to hide them all the way down.


‘Over there,’ Roulette suggested, pointing along the road. A rough boulder part way down the slope would give some concealment.


‘We still need him to go back inside,’ said Vincent. ‘How long will that take?’


‘How should I know?’ was Spens’s somewhat petulant reply.


The group waited, the sun’s heat rising. Spens had only provided water for himself, apparently not anticipating delays. Reeve felt insects on his skin and flicked them away. They had a deadline, the buyer due to arrive sometime in the afternoon. If the seller decided to sunbathe all morning, time might run out . . .


But finally, after twenty minutes, the man stood again. He called out to someone in the house. Another man appeared, larger; one of his bodyguards. A brief exchange, the seller checking his watch, then both went back indoors.


‘Come on,’ ordered Spens, but the others were already moving. They jogged along the road until they were above the boulder. Spens took the lead, clambering over the barrier and starting his descent. Reeve followed, then Roulette and Vincent.


They quickly reached the cover of the big rock. Reeve peered down at the house again. Neither man had returned to the pool area. Not waiting for Spens, he continued downwards. The slope was steep, his feet dislodging stones and dust as he fought for balance. But it did not take long for the villa to be obscured by the tops of the palms. He stopped, waiting for the others to catch up. ‘Okay,’ he said when they were all with him. ‘That way looks like it’ll give us the most cover.’ He pointed out a route downhill. ‘Once we get to those bushes, we can move towards the house behind them.’


Vincent assessed his choice. ‘Yes,’ he said, nodding. ‘Then we can cross the lawn in the cameras’ blind spot.’


‘Let’s do it, then,’ Spens said, brushing – almost pushing – past Reeve to retake the lead. Reeve said nothing, though Spens’s attitude was becoming irritating. Once the job was completed, he would no longer need to put up with it . . .


First, they had to get what they’d come for. He picked his way down after the Swede. As expected, the palms and undergrowth concealed the team. The wall was not far away. A glance over it at the house. No sign of anyone. They quickly scaled the barrier. Staying low, they advanced behind bushes until they were almost at the lawn.


‘Okay,’ said Spens, stopping. He drew his gun. ‘Now we go in.’


Roulette and Vincent also took out their weapons. Reeve, though, did not, instead peering through a gap in the foliage. The villa was now only around fifteen metres away. The windows on the nearest corner were still shuttered. He also had a clearer view of the cameras, white pods standing out against stonework. They hadn’t changed position, still leaving a blind spot.


A memory – and another niggling twitch of concern. He remembered Sir Simon Scott’s villa in southern France. He had infiltrated the grounds from below, not above, but the situation was similar. There too had been cameras that didn’t cover every approach. But the head of SC9 had set them up quite deliberately. A hidden camera had caught Reeve as he took the only seemingly clear route . . .


Why would this be a trap, though? If SC9 had set up the mission, then they already knew where he was. They could have killed him at the hotel. But something felt off, more strongly than before—


Roulette interrupted his thoughts. ‘What’s wrong?’


‘It just feels like that camera blind spot is deliberate,’ he said. ‘It’s channelling us, so we have to go that way.’


She was about to respond, but Spens spoke first. ‘You think it’s a trap?’ he said, incredulous. ‘Don’t be fucking stupid. You think Kiersch’s client wants to kill us?’


Vincent rubbed his chin with a broad thumb. ‘It does seem very convenient.’


‘Sometimes, people are just morons,’ the Swede replied, looking directly at Reeve. ‘They fucked up their security. Bad for them, good for us. But we don’t have time to fuck about with conspiracy theories. We have to do this before the buyer arrives. So come on.’ He took out his radio headset and donned it. ‘Get ready.’


The others followed suit. ‘Check, check,’ Reeve said quietly.


‘I hear you,’ Roulette whispered. Her voice came through his headset. The other men also confirmed they had reception.


Spens started to push through the undergrowth. ‘Gant, you come with me. We take the door by the pool. Vincent, and you,’ a dismissive glance at Roulette, ‘go around to the other door.’


Something still troubled Reeve. Roulette seemed to sense his concern. ‘You know what?’ she said. ‘Change of plan. I’ll go with Daniel. Leon, you go with Bengt.’


Spens drew in another breath, this one angry. ‘We are not changing the plan!’ he hissed. ‘Stop fucking about and do what I tell you.’


‘I said before, you’re not in charge,’ Roulette told him. There was a sudden hardness to her voice. An authority, Reeve realised, trained. Had she perhaps been a military officer, or a cop? ‘To Otmar, we are all equals – all professionals. We can adapt when a plan changes, yes? We all know what we are doing. So I’m going with Daniel. You go with Leon. If that is a problem, puis-je vous inviter poliment à vous faire foutre.’


Both Reeve and Vincent understood the insult, the Belgian smirking. Spens apparently did not speak French – but he quickly guessed her general meaning. He seethed for a moment, jaw clenched . . . then backed down. ‘Okay. All right. Fucking amateurs,’ he added under his breath. ‘With me,’ he said to Vincent. ‘We will go around the house.’


Vincent took the stun-gun from a pocket. ‘You had better take this,’ he said, handing it to Roulette. ‘That way, each team has one.’


She nodded. ‘Good idea. Thank you.’


‘Avec plaisir,’ he replied, with a small bow of his head. Roulette smiled, then put the stun-gun into one of her own pockets.


‘Is everyone fucking ready now?’ snapped Spens. ‘Okay. Let’s go.’


The group slipped through the bushes and headed for the house.









CHAPTER 4


It took only seconds for the team to scurry across the lawn to the villa. Reeve crouched below one of the shuttered windows, gun at the ready. If the seller or his bodyguards appeared, they could hopefully be intimidated into surrender.


But nobody came out of the house. ‘Okay,’ Spens whispered. ‘We will go around to the other door. You two, take that one.’ He indicated the entrance near the pool. ‘When I give the word, we go in.’


‘See you soon,’ Vincent said to Roulette as he and Spens departed. Hunched low, they rounded the corner and vanished from sight.


Roulette started towards the pool area. ‘Come on,’ she said. When Reeve didn’t immediately follow, she added: ‘What?’


Reeve’s gaze was fixed not on the door ahead, but the porch roof above it. Still crouched, he carefully sidestepped away from the wall for a better angle. He saw what he had suspected. ‘There’s a brick missing from the porch,’ he said quietly, moving back. ‘If there’s a camera hidden in it, it would be looking at the lawn. Right where we crossed it.’


Her eyes widened. ‘You still think it’s a trap?’


He nodded, then retreated towards the corner. A camera would be unlikely to see him from within the narrow opening. He gestured for her to follow. Puzzlement clear, she reluctantly did so.


Reeve reached the corner. Gun raised, he peered around it. Nobody in sight. The house’s northern side was in shade, shutters closed. He dropped to a crawl and silently rounded the corner, moving beneath the first window. A look up. From this low angle, he could see through the shutter’s slats.


He should have seen only darkness beyond. Instead there was light.


Roulette reached him. He pointed up at the window. ‘The lights are on,’ he whispered, in French. ‘Someone’s in there.’


‘It might be one of the bodyguards.’


‘Why shut out the daylight?’


‘They could want to keep the room cool,’ she suggested.


‘The window behind it’s closed. There’s no airflow. The room’s being used, but whoever’s inside doesn’t want anyone outside to see in.’


Spens’s voice came through his earphones. ‘What are you two saying?’ he demanded, in English. ‘Are you in position?’


‘No,’ Reeve replied in kind. ‘I’m checking something.’


‘We’re ready to move in. Get to the other door.’


‘Something’s wrong. Don’t do anything until I say.’


‘What? There’s nothing wrong. Get into position!’


Reeve ignored him. He rose to a crouch, indicating that Roulette do the same under the next window. She crawled past him, then rose. He held his gun at the ready, listening. She matched his stance.


They waited, not responding to Spens’s increasingly angry radio messages. Insects buzzed around them. Roulette gave Reeve a questioning look: Why are we doing this? He didn’t have an answer. He might be wrong, his feeling of unease mere paranoia . . .


A metallic clack from above him. Someone was unlatching the window.


He tensed, shifting position to look up. Movement beyond the slats. The window opened, swinging inwards. Now the catch on the shutters was released. The painted wooden barriers slowly parted. Reeve tensed. There was a small chance it was pure coincidence. But it was more likely someone was wondering where the unannounced visitors had gone—


A man with a gun leaned from the window.


No coincidence. Reeve had been right. It was a trap.


He dropped his own weapon into his lap and grabbed the man’s gun hand. Simultaneously he sprang up and punched him hard in the throat. Before his choking target could react, Reeve hooked an arm over his neck and dropped. The man came with him, tumbling out of the window. The Operative gripped the other man’s head and wrenched it with terrible force. Cartilage crunched, something giving with a wet, muffled snap. His victim convulsed, then fell limp.


The whole attack was over in two seconds. Roulette stared at him in shocked disbelief. ‘It’s a set-up,’ Reeve growled. He recovered both guns and stood, looking through the window. Nobody else was in the room beyond – yet.


He climbed over the sill. The room was a bedroom. An open laptop on a nightstand displayed a paused pornographic video. The dead man had broken off from passing the time to locate the intruders. He wasn’t either of the bodyguards from Spens’s photos. Did the villa have any more unrecorded occupants? And where were the bodyguards themselves?


Answers would soon come. He heard movement beyond an open door. Close, someone approaching at a trot. They called out. ‘Hey, have you seen them?’


Reeve knew the language. Russian.


He had acquired more enemies than just SC9 since his escape. Russia’s foreign intelligence service, the SVR, was one. He had killed several of their agents in Austria four months before. Was this a vendetta?


The question could wait. A thick-necked man appeared in the doorway. He saw Reeve, then hurriedly ducked back, drawing a gun from a shoulder holster.


Reeve tracked him with both his own guns and opened fire. Bullets ripped through the plasterboard wall. A truncated cry of pain was followed by a thud as a body fell to the floor.


He advanced to the door. The downed man twitched in his death throes, two bullet wounds in his chest. Reeve looked ahead. Other doors led from a narrow hallway along the house’s spine. The closest was to his left. A light was on inside. The man he’d shot had come from there. But he hadn’t been alone, sounds of frantic movement reaching the Englishman.


A noise behind him. He glanced back. Roulette climbed through the window. He didn’t tell her to retreat. She knew what she was doing. And if this was a trap to catch him, his companions would surely be killed. No loose ends.


The hallway was clear. He darted out, sweeping to the nearby door. A gunshot echoed through the villa, but from somewhere on its far side. Spens and Vincent must have entered the building. He ignored it. There were more immediate concerns. A man with messy dark hair was desperately fumbling a gun from a drawer. Reeve knew instantly he was no SVR field agent. Too scrawny, too uncoordinated. It didn’t matter. He had a weapon; he was a threat. Reeve fired. His bullet hit the skinny man’s right arm, tearing through his biceps. He screamed, stumbling back and falling.


The shuttered room was set up as a surveillance centre. A couple of laptops, several monitors displaying CCTV feeds. One covered the supposed blind spot on the lawn. His suspicions had been correct. He hurried in to kick the wounded man’s gun into the hallway. ‘If you move, I’ll kill you,’ he warned him, in Russian. Terror overcame pain on the man’s face. The message had been understood.


He returned to the hallway, tossing the extra gun into the bedroom. Accuracy was more important now than raw firepower. Roulette was ahead of him, weapon raised. Her grip on it, her precise movements, told him she was an experienced professional. Hostage rescue – or SWAT assault? He followed her. She reached another door, looking back to confirm he was providing cover. A sharp kick and the door flew open. She snapped her gun across the room beyond. Nobody there. She turned away, advancing again—


A man appeared at the end of the hallway. One of the bodyguards. His weapon was raised.


So was Roulette’s. Training had taught her to cover doorways before reaching them. She needed only the slightest shift of aim to target him centre-mass. Three shots cracked from her gun. The man flailed and fell backwards, blood and torn flesh exploding from his chest.


Roulette and Reeve reached the doorway at the same time. She covered the right side, he the left. The room beyond was large, bright daylight flooding in. Reeve saw two men: the seller and his remaining bodyguard. Movement beyond a doorway across the large tiled lounge. Spens, hurrying towards him.


The bodyguard was loading a submachine gun, yanking at its charging handle—


Reeve fired as the man whirled to face him. Two holes erupted over his heart. The bodyguard spun back around. His forefinger reflexively clenched around the trigger. His gun was set to full-auto fire. Bullets sprayed in a ragged arc as he fell. Holes burst open in the walls – and Spens’s right shoulder. The Swede yelled, clutching at the wound.


Reeve rushed into the room, turning sharply to cover its unseen corners. Roulette followed him in. There was no one else there except the seller. Both guns locked on to his chest. The man threw his hands up in surrender.


‘Over there,’ Reeve ordered in Russian, gesturing for him to move. He backed away, stopping near a glass table with a briefcase upon it. The Englishman advanced, kicking the SMG clear. He glanced at Spens. The Swede had a hand pressed to his wounded shoulder. He was still holding his gun; the arm was not paralysed. The injury was survivable. ‘Roulette, cover him. I’ll check the other rooms.’ She nodded and moved to hold the seller at gunpoint.


The lounge had a couple of other exits. He went to each closed door in turn and kicked them open. The first led to a kitchen. Nobody was inside. The second, across the room—


‘Shit!’


His exclamation at what he saw drew Roulette’s attention. She reacted with startled alarm at the sight—


The seller’s right hand whipped down. A small handgun was tucked in his waistband, hidden by his shirt. He snatched it out.


Reeve had looked back at Roulette. He saw the gun come up, and spun. The man was partly blocked by Roulette herself. Spens had a clear firing line, but wasn’t moving. All Reeve could do was take a desperate snapshot—


He fired. The bullet barely missed her side, ripping through her loose overshirt. It hit the seller in the stomach. He screeched, toppling backwards onto the glass table. It shattered explosively beneath him. The briefcase fell to the floor amidst the glittering cascade.


The gun was still in the seller’s hand. Reeve darted sidelong to clear Roulette and fired again. This round struck the Russian’s forehead. A chunk of skin and bone blew messily from it. He instantly slumped, limbs flopping over the table’s frame.


Roulette gasped as she realised how close she had come to death. ‘Merde!’ she cried, spinning to point her own weapon at the dead man. ‘God damn!’ Breathing heavily, she backed up to stand beside Reeve. ‘Thank you.’


Reeve’s only response to her was a nod. He rounded on Spens. ‘Why didn’t you shoot him? You had a clear angle!’


Anger joined pain on Spens’s face. ‘I’ve been fucking shot!’ He strained to raise his gun hand, grimacing at the movement. ‘Fuck!’


‘Where’s Leon?’ Roulette asked.


‘Dead. One of the bodyguards was waiting for us. He shot him.’


Reeve stepped closer and looked past him. Vincent was sprawled unmoving inside the open front door. He muttered an obscenity. ‘This whole thing was a trap. They’re Russian, probably SVR. They’re after me.’


‘Why would they want you?’ snarled Spens.


‘Let’s find out. Roulette, help him.’ He stalked back through the house to the surveillance room. The skinny man had stayed put, cowering in a corner. Blood covered his injured arm. ‘Get up,’ Reeve barked. When the Russian didn’t immediately obey, he kicked him. ‘Get up!’


The man yelped in fear and clumsily got to his feet. Reeve hauled him back through the villa. His prisoner reacted in horror on seeing the corpses. ‘What’s your name?’ he demanded in Russian.


‘Boris,’ came the fearful reply. ‘Boris Pervak.’


‘You SVR?’


‘Yes, but – I’m not a field agent!’ he said, pleading. ‘I’m a techie, I just do surveillance for these guys. Please don’t kill me!’ Reeve said nothing, pulling him into the lounge.


Spens eyed the new arrival. ‘Who’s this?’


‘His name’s Boris,’ Reeve replied. ‘And he’s going to tell me everything he knows. Otherwise, I’ll put him in here.’ He brought Pervak to the door of the second room.


Inside was a torture chamber.
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