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      In 1984, American National Security Directive 138 delegated responsibility and assigned missions for counter-terrorist operations
         to twenty-six federal agencies. Unknown to the US President, a twenty-seventh organisation existed. It was British, classified
         ‘deepest black’ and its remit went far beyond that of any other Western intelligence agency. Unofficially, its operatives
         were known as ‘Dead Headers’.
      

      
   
      
      

       

       

       

       

       

      Some things are better left unsaid;
      

      
      We wonder and are silent; yet we live

      
      Though some of us are dead

      
      Who laughed, and gave all that man had to give,

      
      Who did not try to bargain with their fate,

      
      But staked themselves, and threw the dice

      
      With steady hands some early some late,

      
      And could not hazard twice.

      
      They did not hear the trumpets sound;

      
      Fame is a poor companion in the grave;

      
      And six feet underground here lies no consolation for the brave.

      
      But we have something no one else can know;

      
      No poet’s pen can hymn its charms;

      
      No great musician draw it from his bow;

      
      The fellowship of arms.

      
      And smoky time will mellow death;

      
      Forgiving nature heal a victor’s scars;

      
      Till memory’s seasoned breath

      
      Kindles the flame that turned our

      
      Thoughts to Mars.

      
      ‘The Fellowship of Arms’, by Tony Mellows, 
member of the Jedburgh special commando
 and sabotage group. Died on active
 service
         in France, August 1944. Age 23.
      

   
      
      
      PROLOGUE

      
      Businessmen, two of them. One bearded, tinted glasses, stocky; the other taller, moustache, both men tanned, both loud, American,
         a lot of white teeth, expense accounts. He hated them. At least they would tip, albeit in that vulgar power-play fashion,
         joshing over how long they could make him stand there. But Mustafa would not be embarrassed. He despised the type too much
         for that.
      

      
      Rooms 65 and 66. Mustafa carried the cases into the first and dropped them as the Americans shut the door behind.

      
      ‘You are suffering jet-lag, messieurs?’ he asked, without looking, uninterested.

      
      ‘No more than usual.’ Satisfied with the prearranged response, Mustafa turned to face them.

      
      ‘OK, what have you got for us?’ said the Beard. ‘Everything in place?’

      
      ‘Of course. It is what I am paid for,’ Mustafa replied coolly.

      
      ‘Too damn much,’ drawled Moustache, lying back on the bed, his hands behind his head. Mustafa ignored him.

      
      ‘The five trunks arrived by catering van and we have taken them to the roof. I have had the access locks changed and am the
         only one with the key. When you are ready, please call. I will take you up there.’ In a louder voice, insincere: ‘I hope that
         everything is to your satisfaction, messieurs.’
      

      
      ‘Excellent. You can haul ass. Be here at four this afternoon.’ The Beard, his case on the writing desk, was starting to unpack.
      

      
      ‘Very good, monsieur.’ Mustafa loitered at the door.

      
      ‘Well?’

      
      Mustafa did not move. ‘It is customary to give a small remuneration, monsieur.’

      
      ‘Jeez – twenty thousand dollars, and the cherry now expects a small remuneration. You believe that, Gene?’ The Beard was angry.
         Damn camel jockey. ‘The shithead’s pushing his luck. OK, here.’ He stuffed a fifty franc note into Mustafa’s breast pocket
         and smacked him on the chest. ‘I hope the service is worth it.’
      

      
      ‘You will not be disappointed, monsieur.’ Mustafa smiled thinly and was gone.

      
      Beard cuffed the door shut. ‘I don’t want blood on that note when I get it back.’

      
      ‘You will not be disappointed.’ Moustache mimicked the Algerian.

      
      ‘Now, move it. You can read the Gideon Bible later.’

      
      At four o’clock that afternoon there was a single, sharp knock on the door of Room 65. It was Mustafa, on time. He was let
         in to find two very different individuals from those he had left in the room that morning. The beard, the moustache, the tans,
         the tinted spectacles had gone. Even the eyes of the taller man had changed in colour. Here were two hard-looking men in boiler-suits,
         wearing white surgical gloves and carrying a briefcase and two holdalls. They ran through a check list, looked again round
         the room, wiped down surfaces and left. No one spoke; they knew the drill. Mustafa led.
      

      
      A sour-faced maid, uglier than Edith Piaf, passed them a few metres along the corridor. The taller man – Gene, Mustafa remembered
         – tapped the Algerian on the shoulder and held up a finger. He then paced after the woman.
      

      
      ‘Miss . . . miss,’ he blocked her path and guided her towards the room they had just departed.

      
      ‘What is it?’ she glowered at him. Customer service was an alien concept in Paris. He grinned winningly at her, she became
         more sullen.
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry to be a nuisance ma’am, but my sheets hadn’t been changed when I checked in this morning.’ She rose to it. He knew
         she would.
      

      
      ‘But that is impossible, I put fresh ones on myself. Yes, Number 65, I remember.’

      
      ‘I’ll show you.’ He was smiling, insistent. She shrugged. Damn Yankees, they were all the same. They were at the door, he
         swiped his card key and ushered her in. She stopped just inside and looked about. Nothing wrong with it at all, the bed was
         untouched. What was all the fuss? She was about to articulate her thoughts when a nudge from behind pushed her forward and
         the door clicked. A hand went over her mouth and tilted her head back. Optimum position. In one fluid movement, Tall Man swept
         up his right arm, driving an eight-inch stiletto spike up under her chin, through the soft palate and roof of the mouth straight
         into her brain. As she convulsed, he dug around with the instrument and dragged the quivering body over to the bed. Extraction,
         wipe, cover corpse in quilt before the blood spreads. Gloves peeled off, into a zipped compartment of the holdall and replaced
         with a fresh pair. Seventy seconds, textbook stuff. Tall Man left the room, placing a ‘Do Not Disturb’ sign on the door, and
         joined the others. The shorter man raised an eyebrow.
      

      
      ‘She got the point . . . Sheets are filthy,’ Tall Man sniggered. Funny guy, thought Short Man as they moved off. Fire excluders,
         stairs, service passages, more stairs and locked steel doors. They saw no one else. There was a machine hum of air conditioning.
      

      
      Mustafa brandished a key and unlocked the doors, removing the padlocks and handing them to the shorter man, whom by now he
         had decided was the boss. The Americans pulled on silk balaclavas.
      

      
      ‘You will find the trunks up there. I will see you later,’ he ventured.

      
      ‘Wrong. Up on the roof. Now,’ Tall Man gestured. Mustafa knew that the maid was dead; he had no wish to be next. He nodded
         enthusiastically, no longer feeling quite as calm as he had been. This was not in the contract; he had no expectation of direct
         involvement. He climbed the steps cautiously, Short Man behind, Tall Man staying long enough to tape the door and wire it
         to a mini-Claymore directional anti-personnel mine.
      

      
      A four-foot wall protected them from the roof line, hiding them from view and distorting any noise they would make. Five trunks
         were positioned side by side, ready for them. The two men worked fast; Mustafa was made to sit cross-legged facing a corner
         away from them.
      

      
      ‘1630 hours,’ Short arse looked at his watch. ‘Time to pay them back for shit food and over-priced wine, Gene.’

      
      Tall Man laughed. ‘That’s one hell of a grudge you’ve got going there, Verne.’

      
      They pulled on eye and ear protectors. Before them lay assembled an 81mm mortar, sixty mortar bombs placed in neat rows beside
         it. They were no ordinary mortar rounds. Each had a millimetric radar head, providing it with terminal guidance, allowing
         it to lock on to a moving vehicle and destroy it with pinpoint precision. Developed in Britain as a cost-effective defence
         for lightly armed forces against Soviet armour, it was an early casualty of the Peace and had never gone into production.
         Demonstration rounds had been made available – the US Marines were among the forces which had shown an interest – and a batch of these now sat ready for use on the roof of the Hotel Tour
         Napoleon, Paris.
      

      
      ‘Cover your ears, Mustafa,’ Tall Man shouted to the hunched figure in the corner. ‘And smile – we’re about to cure the Paris
         traffic problem.’
      

      
      He dropped the first round in the barrel. It fired. Mustafa recoiled from the noise. Second round, third, a fourth. They worked
         methodically along the rows of bombs. The roof shuddered, the smell of cordite and smoke growing heavy in the confined space.
         Then bright flashes appeared on the horizon above the parapet. Through his cupped hands Mustafa could hear the first explosions.
         He began to shake uncontrollably.
      

      
      ‘Shit, Gene, I’m getting a hard-on,’ yelled Short Man.

      
      Tall Man, smiling, dropped another package in. ‘The French should give us medals for this . . .’ Fire. ‘They hate the Parisians
         too, ya know.’
      

      
      Sylvie Lubon was late back to the office. Who had dreamt up La Défense? Crazy place to work. Who had dreamt up Paris traffic?
         And now rush hour was starting – it never stopped on the Péripherique ring road around the city. She lit a cigarette and tapped
         her fingers irritably on the wheel. Better ring Marie before she left for home and ask her to leave out the creative boards
         for tomorrow’s presentation. She punched in the number. A few rings. ‘Allo?’
      

      
      ‘Marie, it’s me.’ There was genuine friendship between the two. They chatted for a while, before Sylvie spotted a gap in the
         traffic and nosed her Citroën out for a quick spurt. ‘Hang on . . .’ She flicked the wheel and accelerated. At that moment the
         first mortar bomb had begun its descent, its scanner searching through the background clutter for a moving target, the radar
         footprint passing over Sylvie’s vehicle as it gathered speed. Lock on. The munition started its terminal dive.
      

      
      ‘Are you still there, Marie?’ Sylvie asked.

      
      ‘Of course,’ replied the secretary. ‘I’ve just found those boards. Your desk is a disgrace!’

      
      ‘Do I have a desk? I’m so rarely there I can barely remem . . .’

      
      The mortar bomb was a ‘top attack’ weapon, designed to penetrate the softest part of the enemy tank, the turret roof. It entered
         Sylvie’s Citroën behind her right ear before detonating. The car blew outwards, the secondary fuel explosion helping to propel
         molten shrapnel into several cars on either side. A burning tyre hurled itself through the front windscreen of a transit van
         setting fire to its occupants. Engulfed in flames, the screaming driver tore at the wheel, the vehicle slamming into a barrier
         and overturning as a green 2CV pancaked into its side. The upturned figures in the van continued to writhe until, in quick
         succession, a flaming BMW and a blue Mazda slewed into the conflagration. It was the first of many firestorms.
      

      
      The second bomb struck a university bus carrying students back from a field trip. Human detritus, bodies – some still hanging
         in seats – and the flotsam of a study outing were sprayed arbitrarily outwards as the back flew violently off the weaving
         transport. The coach, squealing, pouring black smoke, its innards trailing from a gaping wound, slewed across the route, rode
         over three cars and plunged over the embankment. In the time it took to pitch over, two more rounds had struck home behind.
      

      
      Not all were accurate. A bomb missed a Mercedes as it disappeared into an underground car park, striking instead a builders’
         shelter. The result was the same – agony, death. Another fell into a works canteen, shredding those inside, cooking equipment
         transformed into lethal steel shards. A petrol-station forecourt went up, a whole block disappeared with it. The transformers at an electricity substation took a
         direct hit. Its maintenance engineers, trapped in corridors of switching panels now live with eleven thousand volts, ignited.
         In a macabre game of human pinball, electrocuted and sparking, the burning corpses slammed at speed between the equipment
         until they finally fell to pieces.
      

      
      Not all the mortar rounds exploded. One landed in a baker’s van abandoned by its driver as vehicles around him vaporized.
         The device, found nestling among fresh baguettes, was to lead to bleak Gallic jokes on the need for armour-piercing warheads
         to break his crusts. But such humour came only later. Much later. A further discovery was made in a service duct at the headquarters
         of a French armaments company. The irony was lost on senior management, not so on the Press. Most of the batch fired from
         the roof of the hotel that day functioned flawlessly.
      

      
      A maelstrom erupted across a swathe of western Paris. Pillars of red and yellow flame reflected off the darkening sky, itself
         lit by the random sheet flash of a nitrate lorry incinerating everything around it. Ripple detonations fire-crackered their
         way about the illuminations and shadows like Triple-A. Another blast, another column of oily smoke rising to choke out the
         late afternoon light. This one a minibus disappearing in its own combustion, that one a petroleum tanker toppling over and
         igniting outwards onto trapped motorists.
      

      
      A bomb, having reached the apex of its climb, began its descent, scanning the ground below. It picked out two large, slow-moving
         targets, liquid Cyclopentane carriers transporting the chemical foaming agent to a refrigeration-plant manufacturer near Boulogne,
         and headed for the first. Highly explosive, carried within single-skinned tanks, with a flash point of minus forty degrees centigrade, the result could only be catastrophic. The impact jack-knifed the vehicle
         into the path of the one behind, both combining in a blast so great it levelled the land around for one hundred metres. Tenements
         and office blocks vanished in the shockwave and over-pressure as fire balls raced outwards, channelled into killing-zones
         along built-up boulevards. Those who were not crushed or carbonised died as the oxygen was sucked from their lungs by the
         unimaginable heat.
      

      
      A green smog wreathed across the horizon, chlorine gas released from a stricken tanker. Merging with ammonia vapour pouring
         from a burning dyeline printers, the choking mist was sucked by air conditioning into scores of office buildings where workers
         cowered from the fires outside. They died where they lay – directors, managers, receptionists, secretaries – howling, coughing
         blood, clawing at burning eyes, quivering helplessly. Fish asphyxiating on a canal bank.
      

      
      A journalist, witnessing the unfolding carnage from an office tower could only telephone his editor and gasp: ‘Not even Dante
         could describe this.’ Hell had visited Paris and no one was prepared. Fire crews were immobilised by fleeing crowds and traffic,
         ambulance paramedics tried to go in on foot, but were beaten back or overcome by heat and toxic smoke, the police and gendarmerie
         simply gave up.
      

      
      Wearing sports jackets and slacks and still carrying the briefcase and holdalls, Tall and Short Man eased out of the service
         entry door at the rear of the hotel.
      

      
      ‘Shit!’ Tall Man stopped, his face concerned.

      
      Short Man was relaxed. ‘What now, asshole?’
 
      ‘I stole something from the minibar. D’you think I’ll get in trouble?’

      
      Short Man shrugged. ‘I think Raghead might divert their attention.’ The two men snickered and moved out.
      

      
      They had left Mustafa on the roof, dead. Given the circumstances it seemed an insignificant act, a simple technicality, tying
         up loose ends. As the last guided explosive had left the tube, travelling five thousand metres to destroy a fire truck attempting
         to ram an abandoned car from its path, Tall Man had picked up the doeskin briefcase and lined up the beam from its integrated
         laser sight on Mustafa’s crouching form.
      

      
      He coughed politely. ‘Er, Mohammed.’

      
      ‘It is Mustafa; my name is Mustafa.’ the man pulled himself further into his body.

      
      ‘Whatever.’ Tall Man was unconcerned. ‘Farewells can be so painful . . .’

      
      The laser dot aligned, he squeezed the trigger mechanism in the handle, sending a three-round burst of .22 bullets into the
         Algerian’s back. The suppressed weapon made little noise, the frangible bullets fragmenting as they entered the torso, causing
         massive internal damage. The bellboy stiffened, sighed and slumped to the side. As Tall Man went to de-activate the defensive
         mine and unseal the door, Short Man retrieved his unsoiled note from the corpse. No bullet had penetrated to the front. He
         unfolded a small pocket knife and slit the jugular and carotid before picking up the briefcase and following the technician.
      

      
      By the next morning Short Man had reached Malmö, Sweden, by hydrofoil from Copenhagen. Later that day he was to take a Scandinavian
         Airways flight to Bangkok and Colombo for three weeks’ rest, recuperation and frequent sex with minors. Tall Man caught the
         train to Brussels, where he would lie low for a fortnight before travelling to Edinburgh for a well-earned holiday and some
         unofficial target-spotting. Ten minutes, sixty mortar bombs, nine hundred and sixty-three deaths, of which almost a quarter were children, and one thousand two hundred and twelve other casualties,
         many of whom would be maimed or crippled for life. Terrorism had come of age, an apocalyptic maturity for which the world
         was not yet ready.
      

      
      Alex Cox, born 1957, Oxford-educated, plucked from obscurity and placed into even greater obscurity by the intelligence master
         he served. He could have been an academic, but thought it stultifying; he could have been a City analyst, but thought it too
         predictable. He would never have considered himself a civil servant, yet he worked for the state, his department funded by
         a non-specific account in the secret vote, hidden from the view of ministers and mandarins alike. His world was more rarefied,
         more dangerous than those populated by ordinary spooks. The great man Sir Dick White, former head of both the Security and
         Secret Intelligence Services, MI5 and MI6, had once said to him: ‘You’re a born freelancer, Alex. You’d hate the bureaucracy
         and second-rate minds in our profession.’ How right he had been. Hitchings was a benchmark.
      

      
      He missed speaking with Sir Dick. They would spend hours sitting out on the wooden deck overlooking the lawn of the retired
         spychief’s modest house, The Leat, near Arundel in West Sussex, the old man talking of his earliest days as an intelligence
         officer, of his hunt for information on Nazi Germany’s atomic weapons programme, of his standing in the crowd at the Nuremberg
         Rallies and listening as a charismatic leader named Adolf Hitler electrified his audience with passionate oratory. He would
         complain that since retirement the only news he received was through the media. A piece of history was how he described himself.
         It was gone and Alex did not believe it could be recreated, that he would one day receive a salary or pension scheme from the more shadowy aspects of Her Majesty’s Civil Service.
      

      
      Yet he was reeled in slowly, groomed – a wholly inappropriate description for what he had gone through – and finally installed
         as unofficial Lord High Executioner for the state. He had few doubts that what he did was right. The odd nightmare perhaps,
         but nothing major to disturb sleep or conscience. Patriotism and a rational mind quickly reconciled the seemingly irreconcilable:
         he believed completely that what was ostensibly illegal and unacceptable in Western civilisation, the killing without trial
         of democracy’s enemies, was also perfectly legitimate and just. He was combating those with a profound disregard for the value
         of human life and the rule of law, who could slaughter the innocent with abandon and often with impunity. Queens-berry, or
         indeed the vagaries of the English legal system, the battle of will and wit between highly paid barristers, had no place in
         this dimension, a dimension only dimly comprehended by the public he protected. It was a convenient approach: one which allowed
         him to ignore the more damaged elements driving his character and personality, to be detached, to sidestep an ethical quagmire,
         to bury childhood demons born from seeing his twin brother extinguished in a hit-and-run by a driver who failed to stand trial.
         His parents never recovered, his father, a deity for the two boys, drinking himself to a premature death. Alex, the remaining
         son, grew up with the strands which made up all human nature frayed and incomplete. Several of those strands ran parallel,
         neither interconnecting nor touching, intriguing the office psychologists who noted his warmth, humour, stability and intelligence,
         and a capacity – appetite – for generating and controlling extreme levels of violence. He did not see himself as an avenging
         angel, an Enforcer, Judge or Jury. It was a job, and a thoroughly dirty one at that. Yet if he, by proportionate and discriminate action, could pre-empt and prevent the taking of one civilian life, then
         killing or the directing of it provided the nearest equivalent to a normal sense of job satisfaction. He spoke for everyone
         at Executive Support.
      

      
      His odyssey to becoming head of the organisation had been a complex and protracted one. Politics and Economics at Oxford,
         a further degree in International Relations specialising in global terrorism, a wanderlust, an adventurous spirit and a fascination
         for photographing wars and their impact on populations: when mixed with a burning sense of justice, these provided the more
         obvious motives for his eventual career choice. Initial training had come through attachment to 21 SAS, the Territorial regiment
         once tasked with conducting stay-behind sabotage and disruption in the event of a European war, and later re-tasked as a backup
         reserve for the regulars. It was the start.
      

      
      1979 found him straight from university, helping an old school-friend to rescue his family from Iran as the Shah fled and
         the round-ups began. It was the first of many such trips he made across the Straits of Hormuz in a rigid inflatable, his commitment
         fired by tales of atrocity and persecution of political liberals and those suspected of Western or Zionist sympathies. British
         intelligence noticed and began to use him on an ad hoc basis, as a stringer, to transport and retrieve agents and equipment around the Arabian Peninsula. After a period of working
         on oil rigs and supply lighters in the Gulf, he had raised enough money to travel to Peshawar, Pakistan, and then, in disguise,
         through the tribal areas and Terrimangul on to Afghanistan to photograph the struggle against the Soviet invasion.
      

      
      The photography became less important, his role within the resistance more active, and once again he came to be viewed as
         a freelance asset by the Secret Intelligence Service. With limited funds and personnel, and constrained by operating under diplomatic cover from Pakistan, SIS had been forced to
         harvest information from journalists, refugees and guerrilla fighters returning from battle and liable to make the most extravagant
         of claims, or by funding their pet resistance groups such as Ahmed Masood’s in the Panjshr Valley.
      

      
      Alex filled the void. He trained paramedics to infiltrate deep in to the war zone and identify and record Soviet weaponry
         and tactics. He paid five thousand rupees a month to doctors who went in with medical supplies and came out with Soviet military
         equipment and video-footage. In 1983, he led a reconnaissance mission on the Soviet airbase at Khost, and took raiding parties
         up the Kunar valley to attack the isolated garrisons of Asmar, Chagal and Barikot. The armoured columns sent up to relieve
         the defenders were ambushed and destroyed. By the time the Soviets counter-attacked, Alex and his ‘Mordabad Shurvai’ Death
         to Russians teams had escaped along the Dangam Valley into Pakistan and safety.
      

      
      For the ‘shooting season’ the following year, and after further training in England, he taught demolition work to Mujahideen
         commander Abdul Haq’s men operating around Kabul. The result was the destruction of the Soviets’ largest ammunition dump in
         Afghanistan, an act which put the Pentagon on high Defcon alert – satellite imagery showed a mushroom cloud so large that
         defence analysts believed it could only have come from the detonation of a tactical nuclear warhead. Small wonder the Afghan
         fighters referred to him as ‘Is-rael, the Angel of Death’. A bomb planted by Khad, the Soviet-trained Afghan secret police,
         destroyed his house in Peshawar, missing him by forty seconds as he ducked out to buy a kebab. His cover was blown, and his
         SIS minders pulled him out of Pakistan.
      

      
      From there he wandered, photographing, writing, recording and spying, returning home only for debriefings and continuation
         training. He filled in time by undertaking kidnap and ransom negotiations in Latin America for London insurance firms and
         later reconnoitred Soviet bases off the West Coast of Africa on the islands of Saõ Tomé and Príncipe, assessing their potential
         threats to Western shipping lanes. His coup was to attend a sabotage course run by the KGB at the Patrice Lumumba Friendship
         University in Moscow, posing as an itinerant Marxist from Dublin. It gave him the terrorist contacts and credentials his handlers
         had been waiting for. It was then that Executive Support made their move. Within a month, he had carried out his first killing
         for the group: a Bulgarian KDS Intelligence man, operating under the guise of an official from the Kintex import–export firm
         and running heroin into the UK and United States from Turkey, the proceeds going on an arms-buying spree for Middle East terror
         groups. The next was Czechoslovakian, a manager at Omnipol the country’s official export agency and a front for STB Intelligence
         Service operations overseas. When Alex telephoned Omnipol’s Vienna office and sent an ultrasonic signal down the line, the
         man’s head was blown to pieces by the Semtex hidden in his handset. The explosive was from a batch the Czech was attempting
         to supply to the Provisional IRA.
      

      
      By January 1988, Alex was with UNITA rebels in Angola as they swept across the Lomba River towards the government-held base
         at the town of Cuito Cuanavale. His mission – to locate and kill General Konstantin Shagano-vitch, commander of the two thousand
         Soviet military advisers in the theatre. It was felt by the then Chief of SIS that a death at this level would demoralise
         the Soviet-backed Angolan government beyond the point of no return. That particular mission failed, but a number of senior
         Cuban advisers had been captured and neutralised.
      

      
      The operations were many and varied, adapting to a rapidly evolving international environment. A fragmenting world order meant
         new and more disparate threats: drug cartels and gangsters from post-Communist democracies jostling for position in the demonology
         league with international terrorists and agents of weapons proliferation. Alex had lost close friends, but stayed on. The
         sense of adventure, the game, the adrenalin-rush grew less. To Alex it was a vocation, a professional’s sense of seeing things
         through, the academic’s fascination with detail, a craftsman’s love of his tools, which carried him forward. A technical interest
         in cameras transferred easily to military hardware. They helped blunt the emotion while keeping him engaged, stemmed the threat
         while cauterising the wounds in his own soul, kept him alive, made him adequate, made amends for his father and his brother
         Jack.
      

      
      Eventually, with the head of Executive Support killed on service abroad, he moved up to take over the department. Independent
         and ruthless, the ‘born freelancer’ was now a civil servant, although of the most specialised kind. A lot of bodies had passed
         under that bridge.
      

      
   
      
      
      CHAPTER ONE

      
      

      
      The Arab talked animatedly into the telephone, pausing occasionally to listen or laugh.
      

      
      ‘You have no sea-legs, Maurice . . . We will meet on the shore when I reach Grand Cayman, n’est ce pas? . . . The client payments are fully received? . . . Excellent.’ He finally placed the date with which he had been toying into his mouth.

      
      ‘Yes, yes, the usual. I like Patti in London. No, Hélène is too old, I have told you. I have told her! But I have been working
         hard, I deserve a treat . . . Eh bien.’

      
      ‘No, Hélène is too old, I have told you . . .’ The group of men and women sat listening in the semi-gloom of the Operations Room,
         silhouetted by the glow from computer screens and data-link stations positioned around the walls. The conversation intercept,
         made by a US National Security Agency satellite codenamed Advanced Jumpseat, its 150-metre-diameter dish listening in from
         five hundred kilometres above the earth, was being re-routed to them from Government Communications Headquarters, GCHQ, Cheltenham.
      

      
      Someone whistled tunelessly through clenched teeth, an unconscious effort to dissipate inner stress.

      
      A voice, firm, in command, cut in. ‘Keep it down. I’m trying to identify the background music. A fiver for anyone who can name that tune.’
      

      
      A woman’s voice, Australian. ‘Chopin, Nocturne in C Sharp Minor, Opus Twenty-Seven, Number One.’

      
      ‘Shit.’

      
      ‘Where’s the fiver, Alex?’

      
      The man was concentrating.

      
      Naim Youssef replaced the receiver and settled back comfortably into the wicker lounge chair. He began humming along to the
         piano recital on the surround sound, temporarily suspending his accompaniment as he reached for a stuffed olive on the gold
         tray beside him. He chewed leisurely and waited. A signal light started to flicker against the infinite black of the horizon.
      

      
      Across several miles of darkness, moving south-west in the light swell, was a nautical monster, a heavily armed, thirty-seven
         thousand ton, eight hundred and seventy foot nautical monster powered by combined nuclear, gas-turbine and diesel-electric
         engines and manned by nine hundred crew. She was the Nikolai SSV 43. Referred to by the Russian navy as ‘Sudno Suyazyy,’ a Communications Ship, the prosaic title belied her awesome capabilities.
         Disfigured with outsize radar arrays, festooned in aerials and antennae, dotted with domes and equipment blisters, she was
         a ballistic missile control ship, space tracking vessel and intelligence gatherer used for monitoring overseas missile launches.
         Usually based in the Pacific, she had sailed to the Black Sea for a refit at Sevastapol and, after work-up trials off Rostov
         and Odessa, was making a slow return to her old station, escorted by two destroyers and a replenishment tanker. A slight detour
         was entailed – she would first be monitoring the latest Space Shuttle launch ‘in the interests of Russo–American space cooperation,’
         before sailing across the Atlantic for Limon Bay and the Panama Canal. That the Shuttle mission involved the delivery of a suspected
         military payload into high-inclination orbit, optimised for earth reconnaissance, made the Nikolai’s timely presence more than a simple coincidence. Everyone knew it and everyone was happy. The United States would have ample
         opportunity to study the Nikolai in return.
      

      
      ‘Ah, they are ready?’ Youssef popped a second olive into his mouth and reached instinctively for a third.

      
      ‘Yes, my master.’ An aide spoke, holding binoculars up to his eyes, his face obscured by a white keffiyeh. ‘They wish to know
         if we are prepared to receive.’
      

      
      ‘Proceed.’

      
      The aide spoke briefly into a handset as Youssef grazed unconcernedly on the sweetmeats placed on the carved malachite table
         to his side. The mangoes looked tempting, but could wait.
      

      
      He was a contented man. Happier, of course, now that the Royal Yacht Britannia had been decommissioned. At 412.2 feet, she was longer by 2.2 feet than Youssef’s own vessel, and it always rankled. He hoped
         that budgetary considerations and spiteful British republicanism would conspire to malnourish its successor. Rich, famous
         – infamous rather, but the distinctions were blurred in the moral swamp of tabloid notoriety – he was never more at ease that
         when indulging in his twin passions: his 410.0 foot yacht Al Salah ad Din and the purchase and sale of weapons of war. On board was part of his own sizeable collection of ancient Oriental and Arab
         arms and armour, among them the jewelled scimitar reputedly worn by Saladin himself during his capture and sacking of Jerusalem.
         Youssef loved to hold it, feeling a surge of power course up his arm. How good to kill the unbeliever.
      

      
      But modern warfare was the theme this evening. With the collapse of the Soviet Union, who better than Naim Youssef to broker deals between the former stars of a collapsing superpower’s
         defence industrial complex and willing customers? He sighed and placed a dried apricot on his tongue. So many dictators, unreconstructed
         nationalists, religious zealots, political extremists, psychotics, irrational lunatics, maniacs, all with that one common
         denominator: they could and would pay handsomely for the hardware, software and human expertise which Youssef was able to
         provide. Tension was rising in the Middle East, and tension was pure profit, pure gold.
      

      
      Sure, he had his enemies. Who did not? Those Chinese CSS-2 intermediate-range ballistic missiles acquired for the Saudis –
         that had displeased the Americans. Yet the forty unreliable liquid-fuelled weapons were now snug in their silos at Al Sulayyil
         and Al Leel, and nothing much could be done about them. He was already helping to negotiate a programme for a more modern
         replacement, codenamed East Wind II; another low in Youssef–US relations was imminent. He had incurred the wrath of Israel’s
         Mossad for shipping Scud-derived missiles from North Korea to Syria in a food-for-arms barter deal operated through the Mediterranean
         port of Tartus. Who cared? Besides, the sea-mine they planted in the harbour had missed his beloved Al Salah ad Din. The Red Mercury scam he had helped the Kazach mafia with – at least it put a rival middle-man in Pakistan out of business.
         Too bad the Pakistani’s extended family were liquidated in the aftermath. No, Naim Youssef was too clever, had too many powerful
         friends, paid too many backhanders to too many interested parties, to ever feel over-threatened. Luck, a healthy sense of
         self-preservation, a bank-balance to secure it physically, and the ability to service most interests with the occasional favour
         – this was the formula for survival, longevity. Was it not he who had helped General Grachev, former Russian Defence Minister, sell vast amounts of surplus military equipment from the Western
         Army withdrawing from Eastern Europe on the black market, the war in Chechnia continuing for the sole purpose of disguising
         the stockpile discrepancies? Was it not he who had helped both Israel and the United States sell prohibited items to Iran
         during the Iran–Iraq conflict?
      

      
      As Youssef reflected on his good – and substantial – fortune, other eyes had watched the Morse signals between the Al Salah ad Din and the Nikolai. Several hundred metres from the yacht one of three semi-submersible craft carrying an assault team lay beneath the surface,
         the heads of its crew appearing just above the water. The team leader scanned the bow section with his Night Vision equipment.
         Satisfied, he raised his covert laser communicator and tapped out an invisible pulsed laser signal in the direction of the
         next squad boat: ‘5 BANDITS ON DECK. DELIVERY SOON. UPDATE IN FIVE . . .’ The unjammable message was instantly received and decoded
         by the second unit’s receptor and relayed to the third in the same fashion. Radio transmission in the vicinity of the Russian
         ship, one of the most capable electronic data-gatherers afloat, would not have been a wise tactical decision. The raiders
         knew there would be a section of at least fifty marine Spetsnaz on board, they had no intention of meeting them. And those
         destroyers – the deck-mounted anti-submarine rockets would tenderise anyone in the water if they went off nearby.
      

      
      Two large screens dominated the Operations Room of Executive Support back in London. On one was a longitudinal plan of the
         Al Salah ad Din. The other was linked to ‘The Hole’, the nuclear blast-proof Royal Navy Fleet Headquarters at Northwood, and replicated the
         map projections available to Britain’s strategic planners and most senior military commanders. Simply by placing a cursor over any point on
         the map, it was possible to gain access to all existing and real-time intelligence on the location: how many ships were in
         harbour, which ones could sail immediately, which had sailors whoring ashore, which had full stores and weapons aboard. It
         fused information from radars, sonars, signals intelligence, reconnaissance satellites, human agents and Special Forces. Satellites
         able to track ships and submarines through magnetic-anomaly measurements, wake and wave-distortion and microorganism activity;
         blue-green laser technology to make the sea ‘transparent,’ SURTASS ships towing giant sonar arrays and detecting submerged
         targets at a thousand miles or more, hydrophone listening arrays on the ocean floor – all fed data into the system. It was
         an extraordinary capability. This evening, however, the black arts of the Cold War were being put to different use. As an
         American Naval ‘Advanced Whiteclouds’ Ocean Surveillance satellite and its three subsidiary craft maintained their watch from
         space with radar and infrared sensors, the screen in London displayed the coastline of Gran Canaria in the Canary Islands
         and five prominent white dots. The larger one – the Nikolai – slowly moving south-west, trailed by its three escorts. Below them, motionless, was the dot representing the Al Salah ad Din.
      

      
      ‘Captain, the Saladin is ready for the package. Winds are suitable for launch.’
      

      
      ‘Very well, send the helicopters. Maintain present course, reduce speed to ten knots.’

      
      Captain Valentin Ormov, commander of the Nikolai, stood on the bridge. Beside him was Alexi Katuspin, GRU Military Intelligence, of Russian–Ukrainian stock, in overall charge of missile data gathering and analysis. Both would be receiving a large, if unofficial, lump sum towards their pensions
         from this deal. On state salaries, their excitement was understandable. While the Captain had been putting the crew through
         its paces at Odessa, Katuspin had made the first tentative approach, introducing him to one Maurice de Fallatans, personal
         representative of Naim Youssef, the international arms dealer. Youssef was making an offer and it was one that neither man
         could afford to turn down. In effect, they were to provide a taxi service for twenty of the Ukraine’s leading ballistic missile
         and propulsion technology specialists. The Nikolai was to deliver them to Youssef who would pay Ormov and Katuspin the second tranche of their fee once the individuals were
         safely aboard his yacht off the north-west coast of Africa. The captain had no clue as to the eventual destination of the
         scientists, Katuspin had failed to inform him. With one hundred thousand dollars already paid into his overseas bank account,
         he did not care either. It was the GRU man’s project, and for the money Ormov would go along with it, no questions asked.
         He suspected, however, that a Middle East client was involved. They usually were.
      

      
      On the stern deck a pair of transport helicopters started up, their Isotov engines whining into life as two groups of men,
         wrapped against the Atlantic wind, ran out to the machines.
      

      
      In London, they watched as the shapes of the two helicopters departed the Nikolai and headed towards the Al Salah ad Din. The target identification system of the radar satellite showed them to be Kamov Ka-29TB Helix B’s capable of carrying sixteen
         passengers apiece.
      

      
      ‘Can we get the P81 imagery up on the other screen, Frank?’

      
      ‘Sure thing, Alex,’ replied the Operations Manager, wearing a headset at the command console to the side of the assembled
         group. A high-definition synthetic aperture radar view of the Nikolai flickered into life on the right hand screen, replacing the line plan of Youssef’s yacht. It came from the deeply ‘black’
         classified American National Reconnaissance Office Clipper Bow satellite, and with its 1.5 metre resolution, the clarity of
         the picture was enough to make several of those present gasp.
      

      
      ‘God bless American technology. I’m impressed.’

      
      ‘With American technology or with that mean mother?’

      
      The Nikolai filled the screen, a huge, bloated mass of technology, becoming less grainy as computers processed the raw incoming information.
         The Operations Manager began to list her armaments: four quad SA-N-5 infrared guided-missile launchers, two 3-inch guns, four
         30-mm guns . . .
      

      
      ‘I’m more worried about what those two Sovremenny destroyers could throw at us, Frank,’ the commander interrupted.

      
      Two circles appeared around the dots representing the escort ships on the left hand screen and corresponding data began to
         be projected up almost instantaneously. The Operations Manager pointed out the salient features.
      

      
      ‘Probably got marine contingents aboard. They’re each carrying two hull-mounted search and attack sonars, two quad launchers
         for nuclear-capable SS-N-22 anti-ship missiles, two SA-N-7 launchers for semi-active radar homing or infrared-guided surface-to-air
         missiles, four 130mm automatic guns.’
      

      
      ‘So the message is, we don’t want to tangle with these bastards?’

      
      ‘Sounds reasonable.’

      
      ‘Let’s hope the sub is just as cautious.’

      
      As they set foot on the Al Salah ad Din’s helicopter landing pad, each had become an instant millionaire. It banished any lurking trepidation at being on unfamiliar
         territory, of spending a year in Iran under contract before their terms were renegotiated. Ethics did not come into it. The
         Ukraine had no more use for their services, the Russian defence base was bleeding to death, former Cosmonauts were now street-peddlers,
         particle physicists gave blow-jobs for twenty dollars in Kiev hotels. Everything, anything, was for sale. While the helicopters
         headed back to the Nikolai, the Ukrainians were taken down to the winter reception room and offered mint tea. None had any regrets. They sat around
         chatting, laughing, waiting for their fabulously wealthy host to come and greet them. Soon they would be disembarking in Casablanca
         for the flight to Tehran.
      

      
      Elsewhere, there was very different activity. Rope-carrying harpoons curved upwards over the deck rails from the assault team’s
         pneumatic gas guns. Opening into rubber-coated claws, the grappling heads caught and held on bulkheads and equipment as fourteen
         men swarmed up the tendrils behind. Two armed sailors on watch from the bridge wings dropped without a sound, another couple
         patrolling the main deck followed in quick succession. A fifth man had his head crushed by a steel door as he leant inside
         to talk with a friend standing in a stairwell. The friend was hit by three bullets in the chest almost in the same instant.
         It was unfortunate that both were blocking a main access route.
      

      
      The attackers knew where they were going. From detailed plans obtained a month before from the boat’s German constructors,
         they had produced a computerised three-dimensional internal layout which allowed them to ‘walk through’ the Al Salah ad Din in numerous attack simulations. They could do it in the dark if necessary. Unlike their exercises, the boat was well lit and once on board they
         had no need of their night vision goggles. Apart from the main force of five men which headed for the winter drawing room,
         six of the team, working in pairs, were tasked with clearing individual decks and neutralising any armed opposition. There
         were no orders for wholesale slaughter – no verbal commands at all – but with too few personnel to act as guards for captives,
         and the requirement for speed, the most efficient means of ensuring cooperation was a clean kill.
      

      
      A steward carrying a tray of drinks towards the Ukrainian gathering looked surprised as he was confronted by a strange figure
         clad in balaclava and black dry-suit. He was shot twice from the side, the man in his path breaking the fall of the tray,
         the killer moving out from a cabin to push rapidly on to the next target. As the occupants of the radio room were felled,
         a similar encounter was taking place down in the engine compartment. On the bridge, the captain and the evening watch lay
         slumped over chart tables and navigation aids, blood seeping from multiple gunshot entries. A squad had already visited.
      

      
      A message flashed in the London Operations Room.

      
      ‘They’re in. Still going to plan,’ the Operations Manager confirmed.

      
      The communications suite on the Al Salah ad Din had been a primary goal for the assault team. Once taken, a pre-recorded burst transmission was sent out on a conventional
         shipping channel. To others, even on the Nikolai now steaming from the area at twenty knots, it would appear merely as background static. To London, decoded, it meant that
         the team were well on the way to finishing the job.
      

      
      Four of Youssef’s Palestinian guards sat in an ante-room to his private apartment. Lightweight suits, shades, they were smoking, conversing, one cleaning an automatic pistol with
         a cloth. There was a knock at the door. A hooded figure entered, a second one behind.
      

      
      ‘Shniya Ashwalek, Barrakalahuh Fik, Naam Min Fathlek . . .’
      

      
      The guards’ eyes widened with confusion, they had little time to respond. It was over quickly.

      
      A combatant crouched, running his hands expertly through the pockets of the dead men, searching for papers and identification.
         His colleague nudged the slumped body of the gun-cleaner onto the floor beside them. Surprise the enemy – they had shouted
         ‘How do you do? Thank you, very well. Yes please’ in Arabic – the techniques employed certainly did that.
      

      
      Men were dying at several locations around the yacht. Most were killed silently, efficiently and economically. An assault
         team member walked in to the panelled trophy room to find two of its custodians cleaning the exhibits.
      

      
      ‘Allahu Akbar!’
      

      
      The Arab drew the jewelled dagger which he had been polishing and lunged screaming at the intruder. One shot, his features
         opened and he dropped.
      

      
      The faceless visitor stepped over the corpse towards the second man whimpering on a step-ladder where he had been arranging
         a wall-display. The silenced automatic was waved in encouragement, indicating that a rapid descent was required. It had a
         quite opposite effect. Making the noise of a panicked animal, the man climbed higher and tore frantically at a mounted ceremonial
         sword. Time was up. The white man fired; the dead Arab toppled, crashing through a glass display case.
      

      
      In the winter room, oblivious to the forces working systematically towards them, the Ukrainians lounged around. Some wished
         to explore, but two sullen Iranian guards, seconded to Youssef to ensure the merchandise reached Tehran undamaged, blocked their path. They contented themselves
         with gazing at the works of art and oil canvases decorating the large room. Chandeliers at sea – they could not wait to tell
         their friends one day. It was a great, well-paid adventure. Five of the scientists, the couriers for the technical papers,
         sat in leather armchairs attached to their steel document cases by handcuffs. So sensitive was the information contained,
         so high a price paid for it, that the cases would only be released from their charge once they reached Iran. It was an inconvenience,
         an encumbrance, but the chief scientist, possessor of the key, had insisted upon the rigorous application of their host’s
         demands. At least the link chains gave them adequate freedom of movement, at least they were being paid. It was a convincing
         argument.
      

      
      A few saw the Iranian guards die – human offal burst onto pale wall-hangings, vivid, hideous. It was so sudden, made so little
         sense that, apart from vague and meaningless gestures, the speechless witnesses failed to communicate what they had seen before
         they too were cut down. It was swift, the moment between life, laughter and the darkness introduced by these shrouded creatures
         utterly mystifying. Three in a row on the leather sofa were struck by a controlled burst of suppressed gunfire, the slap of
         bullets impacting on upholstery half-alerting those behind admiring the famous seascapes. They were caught by the remainder
         of the magazine.
      

      
      Not all the Ukrainians went meekly to their deaths. A short scream had warned several working on their notes, causing them
         to look up. One retrieved his briefcase and hurled it at the nearest intruder, hitting his arm. His two friends made to rush
         at the man, now cursing, his weapon falling to the ground. They were shot before they reached him. A scientist grappled bravely with his heavily armed opponent in a corner, both hands wrenching at the gun barrel. For
         the Briton it was nothing unusual. Drive weapon down, outwards, simultaneously applying diversionary blows with foot to knee
         and instep, break enemy’s grip, circle weapon up, strike with body of weapon to soft part of face, fire and move on. Standard
         close-quarters procedure.
      

      
      When it was over, the team commander called his men round.

      
      ‘Supply and demand, lads. The market price for rocket scientists has just gone up. Get to the quarter deck and wait for the
         others to RV. Carr? Where’s Carr?’
      

      
      ‘I’m here.’

      
      A man stepped into the room, hard face and harder eyes making no concessions, announcing scant intent to cooperate. He was
         accompanied by two others. The trio stood aloof from the scene which had taken place; theirs was a different mission, physical
         detachment reinforced by an atmosphere of tribal rivalry with the rest. It was plain from the body-language that no one liked
         him – he was uninvited – Carr in turn made no attempt to disguise his innate sense of superiority, his indifference to rules
         imposed by those outside his own service, the British Secret Intelligence Service.
      

      
      ‘Carr. Do what you have to do with your Russian friends, examine the cases and join the rest of the gang ASAP. Understood?’

      
      ‘Absolutely.’

      
      ‘Rolf, stay with them and check the bodies.’

      
      As the main squad filed from the smoke-filled, blood-drenched reception room, Carr began instructing his two operatives in
         fluent Russian. They were ex-Russian foreign intelligence service, independents, recently recruited, and there for a highly
         specific reason. They set to work.
      

      
      ‘I will be back in five, gentlemen.’ Carr slipped from the room.
      

      
      Youssef clapped his hands. There was no response. Twice, and he would have Omar whipped for insolence. Three times, and Omar
         would be killed.
      

      
      A figure appeared at his side.

      
      ‘You are lucky,’ Youssef said coldly.

      
      ‘Luckier than you, Mr Youssef,’ came the reply.

      
      It was not a voice he recognised. Two bullets caught him in the temple, their force pitching him violently from the chair
         across the low food-laden table. A platter of dates scudded across the floor as Carr knelt and fired a third shot to the back
         of what had once been Youssef’s head. He made his way towards the arms dealer’s private computer room.
      

      
      Blue Team were assembling on the quarter deck ready to rejoin their assault craft. Those crew members who remained alive were
         bound, gagged and hooded in the summer reception room above the area containing the bodies of the Ukrainians. None of them
         had heard any English spoken. Carr reappeared.
      

      
      ‘Where the bloody hell have you been?’ the team leader demanded.

      
      Carr shrugged. ‘Obeying orders. Visiting the owner.’

      
      ‘Where are the Russians?’

      
      ‘Questions, questions, Goldsworthy. They’re indisposed. Permanently, all right?’

      
      The team leader looked tense. ‘Orders again, Carr?’

      
      ‘Correct.’

      
      ‘Well these are mine. Get back to the fucking craft, now.’

      
      ‘The documents . . .’

      
      ‘We’ll deal with then. Just piss off, before you join the Russians.’

      
      Carr pushed his way out through the group of silent men.
      

      
      ‘Listen up. Rolf, take me through what happened. You lads check on the two Ivans, get the cases, and don’t forget to use the
         RAM.’ He was talking of the radar absorbent material which, when wrapped around the Ukrainian document cases, would prevent
         them giving off a radar return to any potential pursuer.
      

      
      ‘They’re chained to the scientists’ wrists, boss.’

      
      The team leader sighed. ‘Then use your bloody imagination, it’s what you’re paid for.’

      
      They were back on board the Royal Navy nuclear submarine, operation successfully completed, heading for home. Twelve of them
         – the Blue Team members and Carr, the officer attached to them from SIS, the British Secret Intelligence Service – were quartered
         in the forward section near the torpedo and Harpoon missile launch tubes. They neither liked nor trusted Carr, and that he
         had killed the two Russians brought along at his insistence, breaking the squad’s well-defined procedures, fuelled their contempt
         for the man.
      

      
      ‘Here it comes,’ an operative warned, bringing a mug of coffee up to his lips. They saw Carr making his way along the cramped
         walkway towards them.
      

      
      ‘Where did you put the cases?’ Carr asked curtly.

      
      Rick Goldsworthy, one leg up on a lower bunk, inclined his head casually towards a side cabin. Carr moved towards it, drawing
         the dividing curtain to one side and stepping in.
      

      
      ‘Wait for it, wait for it . . .’

      
      ‘Jesus Christ, what the fuck . . .’ Carr’s voice was almost shrill with disbelief.

      
      Standing on a table in the confined space were six metallic cases. Chains still hung from their handles where they had been attached to their Ukrainian caretakers. Remaining fast in
         the cuffs were the hands of their original carriers, severed high up the forearm. Daubed on each of the cases was the message
         ‘Delivered by Hand’.
      

      
      It was 0430 hours GMT when the coded signal reached the Operations Room that the mission had been a success. There was no
         cheering, no whooping, but a strong sense of a job well done, a high kill–cost ratio achieved.
      

      
      ‘OK, well done, another fat tycoon on a yacht has bought it. Everyone go home, it’s been a long night. Have a lie in.’

      
      They were sitting in the private office of the Chief of the Secret Intelligence Service, and Alex Cox was furious. The view
         across the Thames from the Vauxhall Cross eyrie on the south side of Vauxhall Bridge, downriver to Lambeth Bridge and Westminster,
         was as picturesque as it was ever going to get during a leaden February. He was in no mood to notice it that Wednesday morning.
      

      
      ‘Why the hell should I tolerate continued meddling from Six?’

      
      ‘It’s not meddling, it’s liaison,’ snapped Hitchings, ‘and you’d better remember who pays your electricity bills.’

      
      ‘And fucks up my operations . . .’

      
      Hitchings reddened, the usual elements of pedantry and preciousness fighting for control, expressed in the tight little mouth
         of a born administrator. ‘We did nothing of the sort. It was highly successful. We . . . you . . . plugged a technology conduit to
         the Iranians, tested equipment including the Special Forces Offensive Side Arm. We simply added a few operational refinements.’
      

      
      ‘You call butchering two Russian SVR men whom you yourself recruited an operational refinement?’
      

      
      ‘Didn’t know you were going vegetarian on us, Cox.’

      
      ‘Didn’t know Carr had a solo agenda. An unauthorised solo agenda given that Rick Goldsworthy was team commander.’

      
      ‘I authorised it. The Russians were freelance and expendable. You were fully aware of that.’

      
      ‘I was aware that they were taken along to help Rick and the Blue Team guys verify the technical documents,’ Alex hit back.
         ‘If I’d wanted comedy improvisation, I would have asked for it.’
      

      
      ‘You got what you wanted and SIS got the papers and Youssef’s computer disks it wanted.’ Hitchings took Alex’s silence as
         tacit permission to continue. ‘Look, leaving behind two Russian intelligence officers, one of whom had a brother killed by
         Moslem Chechens I might add, points directly to hard-line Russians attempting to prevent Ukrainian ballistic-missile technology
         passing to Islamic militants. Simple.’
      

      
      ‘You said it.’

      
      ‘It’s completely logical,’ Hitchings insisted. ‘Here’s Moscow protecting its own interests and those of a former client state,
         a bulwark against the Shiites, namely Iraq.’
      

      
      Alex seethed. ‘Why couldn’t you leave it, keep them guessing? It might have been the Israelis.’

      
      ‘Have you both let off steam?’ the Chief, referred to in-house as ‘C’, leant back in his chair and placed the tips of his
         fingers together. The two fell silent. The divide-and-rule merchant was at it again, Alex thought. Wily bastard.
      

      
      Alex was first to have another go. ‘Not quite, sir. I want to know why Hitchings felt obliged to take matters into his own
         hands and then blab to a tame journalist.’
      

      
      Hitchings was stung, colour fading from his face, moving to his ears.

      
      ‘I have a confession to make, Alex. It’s all my fault.’ The Chief smiled. Alex did not return it. ‘You know how our political
         leaders believe what’s in the quality papers – it’s where they get their information from, after all. The whole story, however
         hammy you might think it, helped me to reassure the PM that we are sweetness and light compared to those nasty Russian renegades
         who take the law into their own hands and kill civilian scientists.’
      

      
      ‘I’m less than convinced, sir,’ Alex replied slowly.

      
      The Chief went on calmly. ‘Alex, I understand all your frustrations, but I will not have my people protecting individual fiefdoms
         at the expense of effectiveness and coordinated operations. That goes for both of you – is that understood?’
      

      
      ‘Perfectly,’ Hitchings nodded and glanced at Alex, who grunted.

      
      ‘James, could you leave us for a moment, please.’

      
      ‘Of course, sir.’ Hitchings stood and stalked selfconsciously from the room. Alex would have to watch his back with James
         Hitchings; the man stank of jealousy, personal and professional. It derived from a bureaucrat’s dislike of an operator, an
         empire-builder’s suspicion towards an imagined rival with links to the top beyond his control, from a sheer absence of chemistry
         between two parties.
      

      
      The Chief waited until the door had closed before continuing. ‘I meant what I said about compromise and cooperation, Alex.
         I do wish you’d keep your contempt for Hitchings within certain limits.’ A slight smile, authority willing to hint at humanity.
         ‘I know it’s hard.’
      

      
      ‘Well-nigh impossible,’ Alex responded.

      
      ‘You’re a Young Turk, Alex, and that’s why I employ you. Albert Speer to my Hitler, if you’ll excuse the analogy.’

      
      ‘And Hitchings – Eva Braun?’

      
      ‘Not quite, though he’s just as loyal.’ The Chief sipped from his water glass, serious. ‘Alex, you’re an ideas man, outside
         the chain of command. You get things done and you respond harder and more rapidly than any committee-bound civil servant could
         ever do. But . . .’ he leant forward, ‘I am that committee-bound civil servant, and you are answerable to me, and I, in turn,
         am answerable to the Foreign Secretary and ultimately to the Prime Minister.’
      

      
      ‘I’m aware of that, sir.’

      
      ‘And you are also aware of the obvious conflict between the work of Executive Support and the work of Secret Intelligence.
         We require calm waters in which to fish, your role is to dynamite the pond.’
      

      
      ‘They’re not always incompatible.’

      
      ‘Not always, no. But there has to be a balance, a counterweight.’ Alex thought of its manifestation, Hitchings, the check
         on Executive Support. He could see no end to the continued tension. ‘I keep tabs on you because I’m the one who authorises
         and knows about your activities. You’d call it arse-covering, I call it accountability, responsibility.’
      

      
      ‘Buckmaster? Did he have to run the wartime Special Operations Executive with someone like Hitchings breathing down his neck?’

      
      ‘Absolutely,’ the Chief nodded. ‘His most vicious battles were not with the Gestapo but with myopic Establishment figures,
         including those here at Secret Intelligence. He only survived because of Churchill’s patronage. You only survive because of
         me, and because no one in Whitehall knows about you. If the Joint Intelligence Committee ever found out, we’d both be hanged.’
      

      
      ‘We’ll be disbanded anyway when the next Chief is appointed.’

      
      ‘I doubt it. Once inducted, they tend to see the advantages of having Executive Support to hand.’

      
      Alex looked gloomy. ‘Hitchings will have a stranglehold. He’ll pose as the only man who can keep us on a leash.’
      

      
      ‘He may be right, of course.’ The Chief turned his attention to a file on his desk. ‘Now, while you’re here, and on argumentative
         form, you may as well meet an American I’m having passed on to you.’
      

      
      ‘Isn’t the last one still drying out at the Betty Ford Clinic?’

      
      ‘This one has a way to go. Sound operator by all accounts, bit more phlegmatic than the last.’ He flicked open the buff cover.
         ‘Helped to organise the covert CIA–Army Seaspray and Lemongrass teams in Latin America, and currently seconded to the US NEST
         – Nuclear Emergency Search Team – from the National Security Council.’
      

      
      ‘So why is he being off-loaded onto us, sir?’

      
      ‘They asked, I complied. Simple.’

      
      It was the usual deniability card. When Britain put pro-Western leaders onto their thrones in the Gulf States during the 1960s
         it was the United States which financed the schemes. Nothing had changed, except for the covert creation of Executive Support.
         America had the money, Britain the expertise, the ability to do the rough work off balance-sheet, away from congressional
         oversight. Britain could play in the big league, receive its project financing; the United States avoided the domestic and
         international drawbacks of responding too late with armoured brigades and Apache helicopters. Perfect synergy and mutual self-interest.
      

      
      ‘So what do I do with this . . .’

      
      The Chief dropped his eyes to the file again. ‘Ed Reeve.’

      
      ‘Ed Reeve,’ repeated Alex.

      
      ‘Blood him. Nuclear proliferation is his big thing, so use it, Alex, make our friends think they’re getting value for money.
         And remember, he’s representing their interests.’
      

      
      Hitchings was doing a fine job patronising the American and boring for England. God, how Alex detested him: heavily into self-advancement,
         without redeeming qualities or a chin. He suspected that Ed Reeve, the open-faced forty-something sitting to the left of the
         Chief on the far side of the round table felt the same. He made a snap judgement of the man – rangy, self-confident, contained
         – he could empathise. There were blank pages in the file, but these would be filled as they got to know each other.
      

      
      ‘Mr Reeve.’ Hitchings kept it formal. ‘Different threats demand different responses. Even during the Cold War we in Britain
         advocated a gentlemanly code of conduct which was largely ignored by allies and opponents alike.’ We also made our traitors
         Surveyors of the Queen’s Pictures, Alex mused. The American gave no response. ‘On the eighth of October 1968, Major General
         Horst Wendland, deputy chief of West Germany’s BND espionage service, blew out his brains in his office in Pullach. The same
         day, the body of Rear Admiral Hermann Wedke, head of NATO logistic supplies, was found in his car in the Eifel hills with
         a rifle bullet in his spine, his own. Six days later, Economics Ministry official Hans Schenk hanged himself in his Cologne
         apartment and Edel Traud, a key Federal filing clerk, died from an apparent overdose.’
      

      
      ‘Some body count,’ Reeve ventured.

      
      ‘That was just the start. Within ten days of Wendland’s death, the man responsible for mobilisation plans at the West German
         Defence Ministry, Lieutenant Colonel Johannes Grimm, shot himself. Three days after that the body of Defence Ministry worker
         Gerhard Boehm was pulled from the Rhine.’
      

      
      ‘And there’s more to the connection than being German, right?’

      
      ‘Naturally.’ Hitchings was not warming to the man; it showed. ‘General Jan Sejna had just fled from Czechoslovakia to the
         West and revealed huge KGB penetration of NATO. Were it made public the Soviets would have turned it to their propaganda advantage.
         The Central Intelligence Agency ensured they never had that advantage, never had messy trials to enjoy.’
      

      
      ‘The Company also did Operation Phoenix assassinations in Vietnam. That was thirty years ago, it fought the way it knew best.’
         Reeve sounded unimpressed. ‘Why the history lesson, Mr Hitchings?’
      

      
      ‘To put things in context, Mr Reeve,’ the Chief interrupted. ‘Today we are . . . less squeamish, though very selective, about
         taking our own direct measures. That, as you know, is why you are here. You have the floor, Alex.’
      

      
      ‘Thank you, sir.’ Alex, having been sitting with his eyes closed, went into briefing mode. He flicked two switches on the
         trolley beside his chair. The window blinds shut and lights came down as an overhead projector started up. A face emerged
         on the whiteboard at the end of the room – it might have belonged to a prosperous businessman.
      

      
      ‘Giangiacomo Feltrinelli. Millionaire, entrepreneur, father of the Italian Red Brigades and the man responsible for persuading
         Palestinian terrorists under George Habash to start operating in Western Europe. He died in 1972 having blown off his legs
         while attempting to demolish an electricity pylon. We supplied him with the timer.’ Alex paused as the picture changed. Another
         face. ‘Henri Curiel, codenamed ‘Raymond’. Revolutionary, Soviet intelligence agent and quartermaster to terrorist organisations
         around Europe, including the IRA and German Red Army Faction, through Aide et Amitié, his logistics support network. He was
         gunned down by unknown assassins in 1978.’
      

      
      ‘Unknown, except to your good selves?’ Reeve chipped in.
      

      
      ‘You’re catching on,’ Alex responded. Numerous slides followed: a score of Irish National Liberation Army and Provisional
         IRA terrorists, killed in ‘internal feuding’ in the 1980s and 1990s; cocaine barons who had helped fund liberation fronts
         in Colombia and Chile; bearded Iranians and an assortment of Levantines and Arabs. A roll of honour of blank-eyed killers,
         torturers, middlemen and facilitators of terror, official and unofficial. The show ended with the news footage from the Paris
         mortar attack. The impact on those who saw it, the sense of revulsion, the instinctive desire for vengeance, were the same.
         The organisation headed by Alex was a tacit admission that a political response in the Western tradition did not always succeed
         against inherently anti-political opponents, those who would never compromise, never talk; Executive Support effected the
         popular wish without the complications of putting it to a popular vote. Paris only reinforced the resolve of the hunters to
         bring down the perpetrators without the rule of law, a law which terrorists condemned but were only too willing to hide behind.
         The next blood-letting would involve their own blood.
      

      
      The Chief broke the silence. ‘Like you, Mr Reeve, we are in the Counter-Proliferation business. It is our job to ensure that
         weapons of mass destruction – nuclear, biological and chemical – and sophisticated conventional armaments, do not fall into
         the hands of states or sub-state actors likely to use them in a terror capacity. As you witnessed from the film footage . . .’
         he gestured at the now empty screen, ‘we don’t always succeed.’
      

      
      ‘I was briefed in Washington about British Wet Jobs, sir.’

      
      ‘We call it Dead Heading – quite apt given our national obsession with gardening. Remove the rotten heads and hope that something more attractive appears.’
      

      
      ‘What if something uglier comes up?’ countered the American. ‘It usually does.’

      
      A free-thinker, thought Alex, one of us. ‘Then we attack it again, we owe it to our citizens. It’s always a risk, but after
         Paris we’re even more willing to take it. There’s a grey world out there, Mr Reeve. We face a multi-dimensional and technologically
         competent threat; we need Executive Support as part of our multi-dimensional response.’
      

      
      ‘And the creation of martyrs?’

      
      Alex answered. ‘If you take down enough, even their supporters won’t remember the names.’

      
      ‘What are the limits to its remit?’ It was addressed to the Chief.

      
      ‘What my judgement tells me. You’ve fought enough undeclared wars, Mr Reeve, I’m sure I don’t have to bore you with a lecture
         on the concept of justified killing.’
      

      
      Hitchings started up. ‘We can only neutralise the threat so much. Punish, deter and undermine are our watchwords. The weaker
         they are, the more exposed they become to standard countermeasures.’ He was quoting verbatim from the handbook written by
         Alex.
      

      
      ‘You don’t think that’s a reason why they’ve become more professional, harder to penetrate, commit greater atrocities and
         do it for money rather than ideology?’ Ed retorted. Devil’s advocate or not, he had a point.
      

      
      The Chief got there first. ‘So we attempt to make the price too high – for the mercenary groups, for those bankrolling them
         and for the pariah states looking to employ weapons of mass terror.’ He rose to leave; Hitchings followed suit. ‘Terrorise
         the terrorists, that’s what it’s about, Mr Reeve. Enjoy your stay. I hope that you find it worthwhile, learn something useful.
         Don’t lose him, Alex.’ Polite laughter, handshakes, and then the two of them were gone.
      

      
      ‘Terrorise the terrorists . . . shit, I should have brought my mother along.’ Ed drew on a cigarette. ‘Very dramatic.’

      
      ‘Drama is the one thing he doesn’t need. It’s not what we’re about,’ replied Alex as he came back to the table with two coffees.
         ‘It’s his arse on the line.’
      

      
      ‘Sounds like it’s yours. By the way, who’s the Hitchings jerk with the poker up his own?’

      
      ‘Don’t underestimate him.’ Alex pulled a cigarette from Ed’s packet after the man had nodded assent. ‘You obviously switched
         off during the introductions.’
      

      
      ‘Didn’t you?’

      
      ‘He’s an SIS Operations Director, known hereabouts as the Fat Controller.’ Ed looked questioning. ‘Don’t ask, an in-joke.’

      
      ‘I know his type.’

      
      ‘Controller is what he is. He doesn’t like me, he doesn’t like Dead Heading, thinks it runs counter to the espionage ethos,
         and he’s extremely ambitious. All in all, pretty dangerous.’
      

      
      ‘So, he’d throw you to the sharks if things went wrong?’

      
      ‘I thought you Yanks invented the concept of plausible deniability.’

      
      ‘Yup, but we’re amateurs compared to you guys. No one would ever suspect you English gentlemen behaved like that. Jane Austen
         wouldn’t have liked it, y’know?’
      

      
      ‘Lucky for us Bill Casey, your old CIA director, did. He started the habit of funding some of our clandestine activities.’

      
      ‘Yuh, well . . .’ Ed inhaled deeply from the cigarette and blew the smoke upwards. ‘Most things the Agency does turns to ratshit
         anyways: it’s kind of Company policy. They may as well farm out the sticky stuff to you people. What’s happening with the French Connection; planning to hit the bastards
         who did Paris?’
      

      
      ‘Not in our court yet, we’ve got the watching brief. Six and Five – MI6 and MI5 – are working with the main French agencies,
         DGSE, DST and RG, so it’s up to them. If they can locate and successfully haul in the perpetrators, fine.’
      

      
      ‘If not?’

      
      ‘Then the Chief might give us a sanction at ES. Depends on the weight of evidence.’

      
      ‘Shit. A thousand Parisian dead sounds convincing to me.’

      
      ‘We’ll see. But we’ve got some big priorities.’

      
      ‘You want to talk me through, Al?’

      
      It was the old trio – Iraq, Iran and Libya. Iraq, for its suspected remaining clandestine Biological Warfare programme: weapons
         using living organisms such as viruses and bacteria, or their toxic by-products, to spread pestilence and disease in populated
         areas. Iran, for its suspected nuclear weapons project: intelligence agencies were convinced it was only a few years from
         producing a fully-functioning ‘Islamic’ thermonuclear device. Libya, for its ongoing plans to manufacture nerve gas: the appallingly
         poisonous inorganic vapours which could fatally and indiscriminately attack the nervous systems of any human coming into contact.
         A fearsome group, which kept many analysts in the West awake each night worrying about the ramifications, nightmare scenarios
         and potential for disaster. The response of Executive Support, hidden from view behind British Intelligence, was more robust.
         It was to seek ways of applying violence and coercion to ensure that the projects never reached fruition.
      

      
      ‘Welcome to the abattoir, Ed.’

      
      ‘The pleasure’s all mine, Alex.’ The two smiled. They were going to get along just fine.
      

      
      The voices of the men gathered in the bar of the Special Forces Club were subdued. Unless it was President’s Night, when a
         raucous herd gathered en masse to chat and swap anecdotes and memories, it was generally a quiet place. Nestling anonymously in a Knightsbridge street,
         informal, discreet, it was a place to pick up information and hatch plots. A shrine to the men and women who had fought and
         died in Special Forces and the Special Operations Executive (SOE) during the 1939–45 War, it was a meeting place and oasis
         for the mad, the brave, characters, spooks, spivs, mavericks and mercenaries. Many of its members worked in the security field,
         a term broad enough to cover a multitude of activities and a mass of sins. The visitors’ book couched their home addresses
         in an equally evasive style: ‘The UK’, ‘The Far East’, ‘The United States’ were not uncommon. Tans rarely derived from holiday,
         sunbed or bottle. The venue suited Alex. There was no need to volunteer information, no prying questions, no suspicions roused.
         Everyone had their secrets. An old boy from the membership and security committee had approached him soon after he had joined.
      

      
      ‘Thought there was something bloody odd about your curriculum vitae.’ An alarm went in Alex’s head. The man continued. ‘I
         mean, you’ve got decent qualifications. You’re the first person I’ve ever met from your school with qualifications. And I
         should know, I was there.’
      

      
      The walls up the main staircase to the bar were hung with photographs and citations of those who had died in the War. Some
         had been tortured to death, others executed in concentration camps after suffering indescribable acts of cruelty. All had
         performed inhumanly heroic feats, often against appalling odds. One of the frames held the picture of Violette Szabo, legendary Wartime SOE operative attached to
         the French Resistance. Captured and tortured, she was eventually machine-gunned at Ravensbruck Concentration Camp alongside
         two female compatriots. Branded, her fingernails extracted, beaten dreadfully, she had never revealed a single piece of information
         to her Gestapo captors. Her code poem, written by Leo Marks, head of agent cyphers at SOE, moved Alex deeply. He remembered
         part of it:
      

      
      

         The life that I have

         Is all that I have

         And the life that I have

         Is yours

         The love that I have

         Of the life that I have

         Is yours and yours and yours

      



      
      The place made him feel humble, its emblem of the Spirit of Resistance evoking past glory and future battles. There were many
         ghosts. He had inherited one, that of Maurice Buckmaster, wartime head of the SOE. Reborn as Executive Support, and retasked
         – this time to eliminate threats which did not come in Wehrmacht grey or SS black – the organisation Alex ran had none of
         the gentlemanly amateurism associated with the old order.
      

      
      ‘So, Alex,’ Ed was speaking to him as they nursed their beers in the corner. He pulled himself out of his reverie. ‘Been married?
         Married? About to be married? Queer?’
      

      
      ‘None of the above. Yourself?’

      
      Ed shook his head. ‘The former almost drove me to the latter. She took so much Prozac she made Minnie Mouse look depressed. Divorced five years – I cited exhaustion.’
      

      
      ‘Yuh, well. I’m not sure I could ever bring myself to pop the question.’

      
      ‘What? Darling, do you mind awfully if I kill people for a living?’

      
      Alex smiled. ‘Something like that.’

      
      ‘C’mon, where would marriage be without a bit of old-fashioned lying? I told Mary I was a pest-control officer.’

      
      ‘I use the service industry line with friends. I’m not sure I’d like to be judged by them, family or history.’ He sipped his
         pint.
      

      
      ‘Bullshit. The grandchildren would be proud of you. Look at those guys.’ Ed gestured to the photographic portraits. ‘You blow
         away the very same fuckers they had to deal with.’
      

      
      ‘But I do it during what is ostensibly peacetime.’

      
      ‘I don’t recall your fellow-citizens shedding tears over the Provos whacked in Gibraltar.’

      
      ‘OK, OK. You’ve won.’ Anything for a quiet drink. ‘I’ll marry tomorrow.’

      
      Ed smirked and patted him on the shoulder. ‘That’s my boy. Besides, there’s got to be a love interest. Hollywood would insist.’

      
      ‘Hollywood doesn’t know reality. Heroes never shit their pants in the movies, do they?’ He remembered Operation Lassen, the
         SIS-requested mission to place limpet trackers on the hulls of Libyan merchantmen suspected of carrying illegal arms shipments
         to global terrorist organisations. That had been a dangerous one.
      

      
      ‘Taking care of our American cousin, then Alex?’ A hirsute, barrel-chested man walked over and sat down uninvited at their
         table. He extended a hand to Ed and grinned.
      

      
      ‘Ed, this is Rob Chester.’ Alex introduced the addition to their party. ‘I beg your pardon, Ma’am,’ he looked up at the portrait of the Queen Mother gazing down on them benignly from
         above the fireplace. ‘He’s a cunt.’
      

      
      ‘Welcoming, warm and soft, behind an old, ugly and bearded exterior. That’s me.’ Rob roared with laughter at his own joke.

      
      Ed held up his hands. ‘No formality, I insist.’

      
      ‘So, what’s the story, Ed?’

      
      ‘He’s the patsy,’ said a small wiry individual who joined them, pushing a bitter over to Rob. ‘Hitchings wants us to stiff
         him on our next mission to make our story more plausible.’
      

      
      ‘Ah, all the girls are here. Excellent.’ Alex took charge. He ran a relaxed office, with his natural authority could afford
         to; it was the only way to build and maintain the teams, sustain the close bond between the disparate characters. Discipline,
         loyalty and trust grew from it, were taken for granted. ‘Ed, Rick Goldsworthy.’ Another handshake. ‘These two constitute the
         Rick and Rob Show. Rick runs the Blue Squad, Rob the Orange. You’ll learn more about them when the management meets on Monday.
         Suffice to say we all share a common purpose.’
      

      
      ‘To skin James Hitchings alive if the Chief would let us,’ Rick said without a flicker of a smile. They all concurred. More
         drinks, more idle conversation. The buzzer went downstairs.
      

      
      ‘Look who’s here,’ Rob nodded at the Closed Circuit Television screen on the bar. The picture showed a group of familiar figures.

      
      ‘God, we’ll never get away,’ complained Alex. ‘Come on, Ed, I’m taking you from this den of thieves. I’m supposed to keep
         you alive.’
      

      
      ‘We’ll take good care of him,’ Rob suggested congenially.

      
      ‘He should be scared then, Rob. Ed, we’re off.’

      
      Farewells made, they escaped just as the new influx spotted Rob and Rick.
      

      
      Both men were drunk, the result of their earlier session at the club and of the Jack Daniel’s consumed in Shepherd Market
         and later at a bar off High Street Kensington. Ed, having urinated through the railings of a front garden in Essex Villas,
         was now attempting to teach Alex how to line-dance. It was a thank you for taking him for a ride on a red London bus. A police
         car slowed, its occupants watching with interest, before moving off.
      

      
      ‘Now for the coup de grâce . . . A London cab.’ Alex peeled away before falling over. They managed to appear sober enough to convince a cabbie to pull over,
         before ladling themselves into the back. Alex started to sing, loudly, on one note.
      

      
      ‘You bloody keep it down, guvnor, or I’ll throw you out,’ the cabbie shouted over his shoulder. ‘Flaming bloody nuisance.’

      
      Between them, Ed and Alex managed to work out how to slide the old-style glass panel back: Alex had something important to
         say to the driver. He knocked hesitantly.
      

      
      ‘Have . . . have you heard of the Carriage Office?’

      
      ‘Of course I bloody have.’

      
      ‘Good,’ Alex slammed the glass shut and promptly fell off the jump-seat.

      
      They reached a desolate warehouse block, unsympathetically restored and set back from the Clerkenwell Road in a derelict area
         of the City. A dead mongrel rotted on top of some dustbins. Finding the key, and then the correct lock, took some time.
      

      
      ‘Welcome to my humble shithole,’ Alex announced with some aplomb, then stumbled as he crossed the threshold.

      
      They climbed several stairs in the dark, before Alex claimed with confidence that they had reached the correct floor. He was wrong. Ed found a light-switch and, with slightly
         better illumination, they staggered up another flight of steps cursing and laughing in self-consciously subdued tones. The
         mirth was barely controlled by the time they entered the apartment.
      

      
      ‘Sit down there,’ Alex pushed Ed down in to a chair. ‘I’m making enough coffee for ten.’

      
      Ed lay back and closed his eyes, suddenly feeling very tired. His head swam as he tried to remember the address of his temporary
         accommodation in Pimlico. He knew it was in a street named after an English provincial city and tried to work methodically
         through a list of the towns he knew. Bristol, Birmingham, Saratoga. Saratoga? Shit, he had drunk too much. He sighed. In the
         background, Alex clattered unproductively in the kitchen.
      

      
      When the stun-grenade exploded, Ed had lapsed into a half-slumber, half-trance, leaning almost prone in the chair. Blinded
         by the flash, his ears ringing, he was blown onto the floor, disorientated and unable to respond. Deafened as he was, he sensed
         violent movement nearby and the sharp, rapid report of small-arms fire. Blurred shadows danced in the smoke as his body went
         to automatic and he sprang into a defensive crouch. It fell instantly again as the pepper spray hit him. He lay curled up,
         paralysed and wheezing, his vision yet more impaired by the streaming mucus in his eyes and nose. Two indistinct figures knelt
         beside him, binding his wrists behind with plasticuffs. Neither spoke as they each took an ankle and dragged him, face-down,
         towards the door.
      

      
      The kitchen light was on. Ed saw the blood as he was pulled joltingly past the opening. There was much of it. Alex lay on
         his side, back to the door, a dark slick spreading from his matted head across the chequered linoleum. Flecks of viscera spattered the white under-sink units, smearing where his hands had grabbed for support. Another tug, Ed grunted
         helplessly while the framed scene disappeared from view.
      

      
      Bahram Durani sat reading the English national Sunday papers. Well-groomed, an elegant dresser, hair greying at the temples,
         a sparse, watchful face that suggested self-discipline, an inner equilibrium. He turned the page, his hand reaching out to
         stir the cup of dark coffee on his desk. Instead, it settled on the intercom switch. He pressed.
      

      
      ‘Bring me those files in ten minutes.’

      
      Through the closed windows, he could hear the faithful being called to evening prayer. It worked for some. For him, religion,
         like violence, was only useful when employed as an instrument of control and power. Not personal power, for that also was
         a mere tool, but the power of a Greater Persia that would extend Tehran’s influence up through North Africa into Europe, around
         the Levant and Arabian Peninsula and down to the crumbling Asiatic edges of the old Soviet Empire. So much work. He looked
         again at the news report. International arms dealer Naim Youssef, members of his crew, twenty Ukrainian scientists and two
         of their assailants die in gun battle on the billionaire’s yacht. Possible involvement of Russian special forces, Moscow denies
         rumours. How well informed the journalist must be. Durani calculated he must have submitted his copy within an hour of the
         attack going in.
      

      
      As a former officer in Savak, the late Shah of Iran’s notorious secret police, from a privileged and wealthy background, English
         public school and Harvard-educated, Durani had been lucky to survive the revolution and overthrow of the Peacock Throne. Lucky? He was too useful to his new masters for luck to have been a factor. Welcomed by Iranian
         exile groups in the West as one of their own, a bon viveur, a charmer, a man whose closest relations had been publicly hanged from mechanical cranes at a city intersection, he had
         the ear and trust of Iranian resistance groups and dissidents alike. Useful, for he was systematically passing information
         back to the International Department charged with hunting down ‘saboteurs’, and equally systematically arranging tragic road
         accidents, poisonings, fatal street muggings and balcony falls abroad involving those opposed to the fundamentalist regime.
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