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			EVERY OPERATIVE KNOWS THE RULES.
The mission comes first. You are a deniable asset. Betrayal is punished by death.

			Alex Reeve is Operative 66. A former special ops soldier and one of the UK’s deadliest weapons, he is part of the secretive SC9 – an elite security service with a remit to neutralise the country’s most dangerous enemies.

			But now Reeve is in the firing line. Accused of treason, Reeve is forced to flee as his team is instructed to eliminate the ‘rogue asset’ at any cost. Reeve must survive, alone and under the radar, with the full power of the state arrayed against him.

			He doesn’t know why he’s a target. Or who betrayed him. But if one man has the skills necessary to uncover the truth . . . it is Operative 66.
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			CHAPTER 1

			Alex Reeve ran into the darkness, alone.

			He darted across the derelict railway track. Beyond the line was rough woodland. Reeve hurried into the cover and crouched, listening.

			Just the hiss of rain. He waited silently for a full minute. Still nothing. He surveyed the woods. No lights, no movement, no voices.

			No enemies.

			Reeve allowed himself to relax, fractionally, and took out a small red-lensed torch. Three rapid flashes back the way he had come. He had been the canary, testing security near the military base’s perimeter. If he’d been spotted crossing the railway, there would have been a response by now.

			Three more figures scurried across the track. The glow spilling from the industrial buildings behind them highlighted their weapons. Like Reeve, all wore dark camouflage gear. Balaclava masks covered their heads, only eyes and mouths visible.

			‘We all clear?’ asked the largest newcomer. His voice was echoed in Reeve’s radio earpiece; all had throat mics.

			‘Wouldn’t have signalled otherwise,’ Reeve replied. The big man, Mark Stone, made a dismissive sound.

			The smallest figure – a woman – gestured uphill. ‘Pylon’s up there.’ Deirdre Flynn’s accent immediately revealed her as Irish, despite her work to soften it. ‘Let’s go.’

			Reeve led the way into the wood. After fifty metres, they reached a structure: an electricity pylon. ‘Flynn, can you climb it?’ asked the velvet-voiced Harrison Locke. The skeletal frame was bounded by barbed wire four metres up.

			‘Give me a boost,’ Flynn replied.

			She slung her AX308 sniper rifle. Reeve moved to act as sentry while Stone and Locke lifted her. Sharp snips from her wirecutters, and the obstruction was clear. Flynn clambered up to the first cross-beam. From there, she swung to a ladder and began a more rapid ascent.

			Reeve was already continuing up the slope. ‘I’m going to the fence.’

			He soon reached his first major obstacle. A chain-link fence three metres high marked the base’s outer boundary. He was near its corner. One leg headed west, the other south, parallel to the railway. The industrial lights revealed detail within the darkness. Concrete posts at regular intervals, razor wire topping the chain-link. A pole stood set back inside the corner.

			His gaze went to its top. Cameras stared down at each leg of the fence.

			A brief chill – had he been seen? But he was in cover, and unless the lenses were fish-eyed, out of frame. Were there any more?

			He looked eastwards. Nothing but trees. The base’s perimeter was close to two miles around. In dense woodland, covering it completely would need hundreds of cameras, dozens of observers. Too expensive. He wouldn’t be spotted.

			He hurried to the fence and lit his torch. The red beam both protected his night vision and was hard for cameras to pick up. He checked a post. If the fence were electrified, the wires would need insulators . . .

			A small plastic peg jutted from the far side. He moved the torch. A fine, taut metal line ran between the posts.

			A warning system. Low-powered, but contact would alert the base to an intruder.

			Reeve was prepared, though. He took out a pair of insulated crocodile clips connected by a coiled wire. Next came wirecutters. He began to snip through the chain-link.

			Flynn’s voice crackled in his earpiece. ‘I’m in position. I can see most of the base.’ Reeve didn’t respond to her. If she had anything to report, she would do so—

			‘What can you see?’ demanded Stone, East End accent strong.

			‘No immediate threats.’ Flynn’s faint impatience quickly vanished, replaced by crisp professionalism. ‘The main complex looks quiet – the rain’s keeping everyone indoors.’

			Reeve’s cutters severed the lowest link, and he carefully peeled the fence open. ‘What about patrols? Dogs?’ Stone asked.

			‘I see torches to the west,’ Flynn reported. ‘In the open, near the witch’s house.’ The team had used commercial aerial and satellite imagery to map the facility. Various structures had been given nicknames; this was a red-brick building in a clearing.

			‘Coming our way?’ Locke asked.

			‘Yes, but not fast. Looks like a routine patrol.’

			‘Fucking great,’ muttered Stone. ‘Reeve, you hear that?’

			‘Yeah,’ Reeve replied. He carefully attached the clips to the electrified wire. Another snip, and the alarm was severed. No distant sirens, no floodlights flaring to life. He laid the connected cable flat on the ground. The gap was now clear to traverse. ‘I’m through. Going in.’

			He manoeuvred his silenced UMP-9 submachine gun through the hole. Then, with infinite care, he brought himself after it.

			He cleared the severed wire’s ends by several inches. Collecting his gun, he stood and surveyed the slope above. The only thing moving was the rain.

			‘In and clear,’ he reported as he set off. ‘Taking the east side.’

			‘Roger that,’ Locke replied. ‘We’re coming to the fence.’

			A new voice through Reeve’s earpiece. ‘We’re almost there,’ came the clipped tones of John Blake. He and the last team member, Craig Parker, were in a car. They were using deception rather than stealth to enter the base.

			‘Flynn, can you see ’em?’ asked Stone.

			‘Not yet,’ she replied. ‘The road’s behind trees.’

			‘We’ll be there in one minute,’ Blake said. ‘Cover us, won’t you?’

			Flynn didn’t reply, but Reeve knew her rifle would already be raised and ready. Her overwatch position covered most of the base, including the main gate. If Blake’s bluff was called, she could snipe the guards to aid his escape.

			Reeve moved on. Lights became visible through the trees ahead. He was nearing the facility’s northern outbuildings. He consulted a map; in his memory, not on paper. Another fence ahead, but merely to separate structures from woodland. It ended sixty metres to his right. He angled towards the opening.

			‘We’re turning on to the entrance road,’ said Blake.

			‘I see you,’ Flynn responded. ‘Got you covered.’

			‘Gate guard’s coming to meet us. Going silent until we’re inside.’

			‘Or we have to run,’ added Parker, with wry humour. Like Reeve, a hint of his natural northern accent remained, though Liverpudlian rather than Mancunian. The vocal training to anonymise the team members could only go so far.

			Reeve halted. If things went wrong, he might need to abort the mission. A glance back to check his escape route. It was clear. He looked ahead again. About thirty metres to the fence’s end—

			Someone came around it.

			Two men, glistening wet ponchos over camouflage gear. Both carried assault rifles. A patrol.

			Coming towards him.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			Flynn stared unblinkingly through her rifle’s scope. From high on the pylon, the main gate was just visible over a rooftop. Blake and Parker’s car slowed as it approached the barrier. A man emerged from the guard hut. Another stood inside its doorway, reluctant to step into the rain.

			She shifted the crosshairs between them. The man outside was fully exposed. An easy target even from this range. His companion, though . . .

			Tricky. But she could do it. Her sharpshooting skill was one reason she had been recruited. The first sign of alarm, and both men would be down. Two seconds was all she needed—

			A voice in her earpiece. Reeve. She instantly knew his situation had changed: he wasn’t one for chit-chat. ‘Another patrol coming out of the east ingress,’ he said. ‘Thirty metres away. I’m taking cover.’

			Flynn muttered a silent curse. The car stopped, the guard walking to the driver’s side. One hand was near his holstered sidearm; the visitors were unexpected. Her crosshairs tracked him. ‘Reeve, do you need help?’ She could target the patrol – if she abandoned her overwatch of Blake and Parker.

			‘No.’ Certainty in the curt reply.

			His decision. Her attention returned to the guard. The car’s window wound down to reveal Parker at the wheel. Passes were presented, Parker indicating his companion. The guard shone a torch, reacting to their rank insignia. Parker wore a lieutenant’s uniform; Blake a colonel’s.

			The guard became visibly more deferential. But their arrival was still unscheduled. He called to the man in the hut, who retreated inside. Flynn tensed. Target lost—

			Blake, his torchlit face a half-moon behind the windscreen, spoke. His expression didn’t convey fear or blustering anger; rather, patronising impatience. A senior officer’s attitude, which, considering his past career, was no act. Flynn could guess what he was saying. First would be a pointed reminder of his rank. Then annoyance at being held up after a long journey. What do you mean, you weren’t expecting me? I want to talk to the watch officer. No, do you really want to drag him out in the rain? I’ll see him myself.

			The guard was torn between following procedures and obeying a superior officer. He called out again to the other guard, who reappeared. Flynn’s sights found him once more. If they were going to challenge the intruders, it would be now . . .

			One final exchange – and the second guard shrugged. Your call. He went back into the hut to use the telephone. The first man spoke to the car’s occupants, then withdrew. The gate rose. Parker’s window closed, and the car drove into the base.

			‘We’re in,’ Blake said a moment later.

			Flynn had already turned to find new targets. It took her only a second to spot lights moving away from the east ingress . . .

			Two men, already partially obscured by tree cover as they walked into the woods.

			Heading for Reeve.

			Reeve watched the men approach through leaves. He was three metres off the ground, left arm hooked over a branch. Both feet were wedged against the tree’s trunk, holding him practically horizontal. 

			He hadn’t been seen. There was no urgency or alarm in the men’s movements. It was a routine patrol . . . which by sheer bad luck was coming straight towards him.

			The bough would obscure him until they were a few metres away. Even then, he could be missed. The rain would subconsciously deter them from looking up. They might walk right under him without noticing.

			If they did notice . . .

			His UMP was still in his right hand, held against the branch. Both for concealment – and instant accessibility. He could eliminate both men in a moment.

			But only if he had to. Some team members would already have shot them without a qualm – Stone, certainly. Probably Locke and Blake as well. To Reeve, though, that felt . . . sloppy. He had a specific target; he would eliminate that target. Anyone else would come into his sights only if they posed a threat.

			But the threat posed by the two approaching men was rising.

			Torch beams swept lazily over the wet ground. One man spoke, the other responding in amused agreement. Only three metres away now. If either looked up, they would see him.

			Dull footsteps grew louder. One metre – then their heads passed an arm’s reach below—

			They walked on.

			Reeve remained still. He would wait until they were at least thirty metres clear before moving—

			A sharp thwack echoed through the trees.

			One man jerked in pain as something hit him. His companion exclaimed in surprise—

			Reeve had already reacted to the bullet’s impact, whipping his gun around. Even firing one-handed from an awkward position, at this range he couldn’t miss. The suppressor reduced each of his six shots to a muffled thud. Three rounds into each man’s back, and both fell.

			He dropped from the tree. ‘Flynn,’ he growled. ‘I told you I didn’t need help.’

			‘I was covering your arse,’ came the reply. ‘They were going to find you.’

			He quickly checked the two figures. ‘They’d already gone past. But now they’re both dead, and sooner or later someone’ll realise they’re missing.’

			‘So just speed things up,’ cut in Stone.

			‘Which means more chance of making mistakes.’

			Before the Londoner could reply, Blake cut in. ‘We’re at the administration building. Going inside.’

			‘Better get your backside in gear, Reeve,’ said Stone. Annoyed, Reeve resumed his journey, moving more quickly.

			He soon reached the fence’s end. Beyond was an expanse of wet tarmac between large warehouse-like buildings. Shipping containers and a few vehicles were dotted around. Nobody was in sight.

			‘I’m at the east ingress,’ he whispered. ‘Starting the search.’

			He moved through the yard. More buildings came into view, vans parked at unlit loading docks. Still no activity. He crouched behind a forklift. His target was somewhere on the base. But where?

			It was unlikely to be here. All the nearby structures were logistical in nature. Few had interior lights on. Another check of his mental map. What had looked on aerial imagery like operations buildings were to the south. Sticking to the shadows, he headed in that direction.

			Stone and Locke passed a firing range in the woods and continued south-west. ‘There’s the assault course,’ said Locke, crouching amongst bushes. Beyond an access road were several prefabricated buildings and Portakabins. Between them was the physical training facility; a useful landmark.

			‘Not as fancy as ours,’ Stone noted with faint amusement. ‘Okay, the main buildings are on the far side. Let’s find our man and pop him—’

			Locke let out a sharp hiss: quiet. He dropped lower. Stone swore and followed suit.

			A two-man patrol walked along the road towards them. ‘Must be the ones Flynn saw,’ Locke whispered.

			‘I thought they were down by the witch’s house,’ growled Stone. ‘Deirdre, you fucking bog-ape, you’re supposed to be keeping watch.’

			‘I don’t have fucking X-ray vision,’ came Flynn’s irate reply. ‘They went into the woods while I was watching the main gate. Oh, and Stone? Fuck you.’

			‘Yeah, dream on.’

			‘Shut up,’ hissed Locke. Stone gave him a dirty look, but fell silent.

			The patrol ambled along, torch beams sweeping with disinterest over the roadside. One brushed Locke, but with his form broken by camo and shadows, he went unnoticed. Then they passed, continuing eastwards.

			A wordless look between Locke and Stone . . . and they rose.

			The big Londoner brought up his submachine gun. Locke, however, drew a matt-black carbon-fibre combat knife. He cleared the bushes and advanced cat-like for several steps – then rushed.

			One man heard his footsteps and turned. Red flowers burst open across his chest as Stone fired. Locke was on his companion before he could react. The knife sliced through the air to find his throat.

			Stone jogged up beside Locke. ‘You’re dead, arseholes,’ he told the fallen figures, before addressing the other man. ‘Why didn’t you just shoot ’em? Would have been safer.’

			Locke returned his blade to its sheath. ‘I like to keep my surgical skills honed.’ There was no humour in his voice. Stone let out a faintly unsettled half-laugh. They dragged the men into the bushes, then continued into the main complex.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			Flynn watched Stone and Locke disappear behind a building through her scope. ‘Christ,’ she whispered. She had shot the patrol to protect Reeve, but this? They had acted purely for their own enjoyment.

			But what was done, was done. ‘Locke, Stone, I’ve lost line of sight.’ She could no longer provide cover. ‘I’m coming down. Reeve, I’ll catch up.’

			Reeve’s acknowledgement was terse. She started back down the ladder.

			Parker stopped outside a modern block at the heart of the base. ‘Looks like someone’s waiting for us.’ A figure was silhouetted behind glass doors. ‘Think you can fool them?’

			‘Of course,’ Blake replied. ‘It helps when you know the lingo.’ Parker began to get out, giving him a quizzical glance when he didn’t move. ‘Play the part, remember? I’m the colonel, you’re the lieutenant. Now, hold my umbrella. I don’t want to get wet.’

			‘Posh bastard,’ Parker growled under his breath. He rounded the car and raised an umbrella before opening the door for Blake. The taller man stepped out beneath the cover. He made a show of straightening his uniform, then started for the entrance. Parker flanked him, keeping him dry.

			The waiting man was the watch officer, a youthful captain. He greeted Blake with a salute, but remained wary. ‘We weren’t expecting you, sir,’ he said, after brief introductions.

			‘You should have had the notification this morning,’ Blake snapped. ‘Where’s your office? I’ve had a long and tedious drive, I need a coffee.’

			‘This way, sir.’ The captain led the way. ‘In here.’

			Two junior non-commissioned officers were inside, both rising as they saw Blake’s uniform. He acknowledged them, then surveyed the room. An administrative office, which in daytime would house nine or ten staff. ‘Are you the entire night shift?’

			‘Yes, sir,’ said the captain. He went to a coffee pot. ‘If I may ask, sir – why are you here?’

			‘It’s about your VIP guest,’ Blake replied.

			The other men seemed confused, apparently out of the loop. The captain, though, nodded. ‘Ah, I see. You’re here to meet him?’

			‘In a way.’ Blake glanced at Parker. ‘We’re here to kill him.’ They both drew suppressed handguns.

			The three men stared at the weapons in bewilderment. One of the juniors let out a nervous involuntary giggle. ‘I assure you, we’re quite serious,’ Blake said, before his voice rose to a bark. ‘Now get up. Into the corner. Move!’

			‘Ah – do as he says,’ the captain told the other two uncertainly. They backed away, Blake advancing to cover them.

			Parker went to one of their computers. ‘Still logged in. That makes things easier.’ He sat and produced a USB drive, plugging it in.

			‘What are you doing?’ the captain demanded.

			‘Quiet,’ snapped Blake. ‘Well? Can you get in?’

			Parker ignored him. The USB mounted, and he double-clicked on a file. He waited for a program to run – then pushed a button on the flash drive. A window appeared. ‘I’m in. Got access to the base’s network.’

			Locke’s voice buzzed in his earpiece. ‘You bypassed the security?’

			‘Yeah. Now, wait.’ Parker typed rapid commands. A list of numbers scrolled up the screen. ‘We know his laptop’s MAC address. I’m checking if it’s on the system. If he logged in, I’ll know where he was. If he’s still logged in, I’ll know where he is.’

			‘To the building?’ asked Blake.

			‘To the room.’

			‘How long will it take?’

			‘Couple of minutes.’

			Blake gave his prisoners a mocking smile. ‘I should have let you make me that coffee.’

			Reeve ducked around a corner as a van approached. It stopped near a loading bay. Nobody got out, but he saw a pale light in the cab. The driver was making a phone call. Needing to continue unseen, Reeve continued behind the building. The perimeter fence stood before him, running parallel to the railway line. 

			‘Reeve, I’m through the fence.’ Flynn. ‘Where are you?’

			‘Behind a pale green prefab on the east perimeter,’ he answered, slipping southwards. ‘There’s a guy in a van outside the front.’

			‘Wait for me. I’ll be with you in three minutes.’

			Reeve frowned in impatience. ‘We still need to search for the target.’

			‘Parker’s on it. He’ll tell us where to look.’

			‘And what if he can’t find him?’

			Flynn made a sound of annoyance. ‘Just wait for me, for Christ’s sake.’

			Reeve reached the building’s far end. A large, blank-walled structure rose ahead, crates and pallets piled outside. Head around it towards the base’s centre, or keep following the perimeter?

			He chose the former. The target was more likely to be near the heart of things. He moved along the green building’s side to check the roadway beyond. The van was still stationary, lights on. Staying in the shadows, he scurried to the larger structure and surveyed what lay beyond.

			More industrial-looking buildings, trees, a couple of parked trucks. A car drove along a road sixty metres distant, but soon passed from sight.

			Nowhere that seemed an obvious place to find his target. Maybe he should see if Parker could locate him after all . . .

			He was about to withdraw when he heard something. Distant, the wind carrying the sound.

			A helicopter.

			Civilian aircraft would generally avoid flying in these conditions. So it was probably military. And he was in a military facility.

			The team’s objective was to eliminate the target before he left the base. They had expected him to depart by road. But if he left by air . . .

			The faint rhythmic thudding reached him again. Still some distance away – but now fractionally louder.

			He was about to warn the others when Parker spoke first.

			‘I’ve got him,’ Parker crowed. ‘He’s logged into the base network a few times. Last time was . . . less than ten minutes ago.’

			‘Where?’ asked Blake, eyes not leaving his three prisoners.

			‘The communications centre. Near that big open field.’

			‘He’s leaving in a chopper,’ Reeve cut in urgently. ‘I just heard one. I think it’s coming in.’

			‘There’s an airport ten miles away,’ objected Stone. ‘It could be going there.’

			‘You want to risk it?’

			‘Reeve’s right,’ said Blake. ‘It’d be just like that bastard to sneak out under our noses. Everyone head for the field – it’s got to be the landing zone.’

			Stone was still argumentative. ‘Who fucking put you in charge?’

			‘Would you rather keep playing hide and seek in the rain?’ suggested Locke. ‘We’re on the way.’

			‘Parker, let’s go,’ Blake ordered. Parker retrieved the USB drive and stood.

			The captain watched as he headed for the exit. ‘What about us?’

			‘I’m afraid,’ Blake told him mildly, ‘you failed your security test.’

			His gun thumped three times.

			Parker regarded the aftermath. ‘Bit harsh. They were just doing their jobs.’

			Blake smiled. ‘Did you want to waste time finding rope to tie them up?’ He followed Parker to the door. ‘We’d better get moving. We have a flight to catch.’

			Flynn followed Reeve’s route into the main complex. She stopped at a corner. The van Reeve had mentioned waited ahead, headlights reflecting off wet tarmac.

			If she crossed in front of it, she would be seen. She backtracked. The helicopter’s clatter was now discernible above the rain. Coming closer.

			She returned to the east ingress. On entering she had gone left; now she went right. A long rank of parked military trucks greeted her. She hurried past them and peered out from behind a building.

			There was the green prefab. She went to the next corner, checking the loading bays beyond. The van was still stationary, but now she could pass it unseen. ‘Reeve, I’m almost with you,’ she said, as she crossed the open yard.

			‘I’ve already gone,’ came the reply. ‘I’m heading for the field.’

			She stopped, hesitating before turning back. ‘I told you to wait for—’

			‘Hey! You! Halt!’

			Two burly men were approaching from the south, fifty metres away. Both were armed, rifles snapping up. One broke into a run as the other crouched to target her. ‘Drop your weapon!’ the latter yelled.

			She couldn’t reach cover before being shot. And if she fired on one man, the other would get her. ‘Reeve, I need help,’ she hissed.

			Reeve was cutting through a darkened parking lot when he heard Flynn’s plea. He ducked between two trucks, considering his options. She was at least a hundred metres back. ‘How many men?’

			‘Two. One’s running right at me.’

			His decision was instant. ‘I can’t help you.’

			‘What? You bastard, we’re supposed to—’

			She stopped talking, instead pulling her rifle’s trigger. A man’s muted cry – then Flynn herself gasped in pain. A thump as she fell to the road’s hard surface. ‘Jesus, fuck!’ she moaned, another man shouting in the background . . .

			Then nothing.

			‘Shit,’ Reeve muttered. But there was no way he could have reached her in time to intervene.

			And the mission always took priority. Every team member knew that. Including Flynn.

			He moved again. The alarm would be raised at any moment. The helicopter was now clearly audible.

			His target was about to escape.

			The thought spurred him on even faster between the darkened buildings.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 4

			‘Shit, Reeve was right,’ said Stone, as he heard the incoming helicopter. ‘How far to the field?’

			‘Two hundred metres,’ said Locke. ‘Across the main road.’ The base’s centre was bisected by a two-lane roadway.

			‘Past all the buildings with fucking lights on, you mean.’ Beyond the road were numerous blocks of living quarters.

			‘Down the back, through the trees.’ Locke led the way, sprinting across the road. Stone followed—

			Alarm bells rang, followed by an urgent, raucous klaxon. ‘Balls,’ spat Stone. ‘Flynn, you stupid Mick bitch! They know we’re here.’

			He raced after Locke as floodlights burst to life around the base.

			Blake and Parker ran from the administration building. The dark expanse of the field was off to their right. They hurried towards it.

			‘There!’ Blake shouted. The helicopter was coming in from the south, descending quickly. He followed its track, predicting where it was going to land. The field’s northern edge. ‘Move it.’

			Headlights appeared, a car coming between two accommodation blocks. ‘Must be him,’ said Parker.

			The aircraft dropped heavily on to the grass. The car stopped. A figure ran from it towards the helicopter.

			Parker raised his gun, but the man was already shielded by the fuselage. ‘I don’t have an angle.’

			Stone and Locke raced around the accommodation blocks to the field. The helicopter, rotors whirling just below take-off speed, was ahead. A cabin door slammed shut.

			Locke sent three rapid shots at the fuselage. All hit the side window. Stone, however, fired on full-auto – at the cockpit. The curved windshield erupted with bullet impacts.

			A pause – then the shrill of the engines dropped. The rotors began to wind down.

			Stone gave his companion a triumphant grin. ‘If you can’t hit the passenger, hit the driver.’

			‘We still need to hit the passenger, though,’ Locke pointed out. Someone scrambled from the aircraft’s far side.

			‘I see him,’ Blake reported over the radio. ‘Firing – damn it!’ The car surged forward, skidding around to shield the running figure. The man ducked behind it and leapt inside.

			Stone and Locke fired again, but the car set off despite taking multiple hits. It fishtailed on the wet ground before powering back the way it had come.

			‘Come on!’ Locke barked. ‘We might intercept him on the main road.’

			‘We’ll go after him in the car,’ said Blake.

			Locke and Stone reversed course. The alarm was already drawing a response. Several uniformed men emerged from a building to the west. More would follow.

			They passed the nearest block, crossing a secondary road. Stone looked along it in case the target was coming their way.

			Instead, he saw rapidly retreating red tail lights.

			‘Target going east,’ he reported. ‘He’s getting away.’

			Blake and Parker reached their car. ‘I’ll drive,’ snapped the former. He set off before Parker had closed his door.

			He reversed at speed, whipping the wheel around hard. The car skidded into a J-turn, coming completely about. Blake controlled it with practised ease and powered from the car park.

			Parker wound down his window and readied his gun. ‘Where is he?’

			‘Should be coming from the left – shit!’ A van rushed out of a side road ahead – from the right. Blake swerved to avoid a collision as it tried to block them.

			More lights flared in the rear-view mirror. No sign of their target’s vehicle. ‘The situation’s getting rather dicey,’ he said. ‘If we don’t take him right now, we’ll need to bail out.’

			Parker squinted into the blowing rain. ‘Still can’t see him.’

			Blake glanced at the mirror again. The headlights were in pursuit, coming fast. ‘Stone, Locke, I’m coming along the main road,’ he said, accelerating. ‘The mission’s blown – time to leave.’

			The escaping car was still nowhere in sight. ‘Fuck!’ Parker snarled. ‘Where the hell’s Reeve?’

			Reeve had run behind several buildings. He emerged just in time to see Blake and Parker’s car shoot past. Two more cars and a van raced after it.

			He stayed in the shadows. Where was the target? If he had gone east from the accommodation blocks, he should be in sight . . .

			Headlights came on across the road.

			Reeve felt the thrill of discovery. The target’s car had pulled in behind the last block and switched off its lights. Its occupants had gambled on the attackers assuming they were fleeing through the base. Instead they had hidden, waiting for the military forces to drive the intruders away.

			A good gamble. But one they had lost.

			The car started towards the road. No rush. They thought they were safe. Reeve waited until it reached the junction – then ran out into the open.

			The driver saw him. The car accelerated, turning hard on to the wet road. Reeve brought up his UMP and fired. Shots burst across the windscreen. The car charged on for a few seconds – then it veered across the road on to a lawn. It slewed around, right side facing him, and stopped.

			Reeve raced after it. Movement in the car’s rear. He ducked, angling to go behind the stationary vehicle rather than straight to it.

			Gun raised, he scurried to the left-rear door – and threw it open.

			The interior light came on. The man inside had his back to him, a pistol in one hand. He had expected Reeve to come to the closest door. His head turned—

			Reeve fired three shots into his back.

			A pained cry, then the man slumped. Reeve checked his face. It was the target. One mission objective completed. Now for the other. Where was his laptop?

			An impact-resistant briefcase on the floor. The weight felt right for a laptop and charger. A closer look. Combination lock. No way to check easily what was really inside. A decoy?

			No. It was wet. The target had carried it through the rain. Confident he had his prize, he backed out of the car. Over the clamour of alarms he heard another vehicle approaching. Enemy forces would be here any second.

			He sprinted back across the road. Headlights to his right, but he was behind the building before the car stopped. He ran, weaving through trees towards the perimeter fence.

			It was designed to prevent people scaling it from outside. From within, it posed less of an obstacle. He shouldered his gun, then quickly climbed a concrete post. Coiled razor wire awaited him at the top. He mashed it down with the briefcase and scrambled over. A gasp as a blade cut his calf, but the wound was superficial. 

			He dropped down on to the slope below. At its foot was the railway. He hurried through the trees towards it. Shouts from behind. Had they seen him climb over?

			The voices spread out, his pursuers moving along the fence. They hadn’t spotted him. It wouldn’t be long before someone noticed the crushed razor wire. But by then, he would be gone.

			Reeve reached the line. Buildings rose past fences and walls on the far side. He rapidly scaled the nearest barrier. Small industrial units lay beyond, silent and dark. He hurried through a yard and ducked behind a rusty container.

			Debris crunched underfoot. He took out his torch. The ground was littered with broken wood and discarded junk.

			Reeve put down his gun, then removed his camouflage gear. Nondescript civilian clothing was revealed beneath. The balaclava came off, exposing short mousy hair and a youthful, angular face. The discarded camo covered the rifle. Recovering the briefcase, he returned to the yard and headed east.

			He soon reached a street. A few cars and vans were parked along it, but no one saw him emerge. He walked quickly, away from the base.

			Radio chatter told him what had happened. Blake and Parker had collected Stone and Locke before crashing through the gate. Blake was an expert driver, soon losing their pursuers. Now all talk was anger and recriminations, fury at their failure. He was not surprised when Stone loudly blamed everyone but himself. Parker and Blake for losing the target, Flynn for getting caught, Reeve for disappearing—

			Reeve smiled, then cut in. ‘I’m here,’ he said. ‘The target is down, and I have the briefcase. Mission complete.’

			‘What?’ Stone’s bark almost overloaded his microphone. ‘How the fuck did—’

			‘I’m going dark. See you at the rendezvous.’ He removed his earpiece and throat mic and pocketed them as he continued.

			It took several minutes to clear the industrial estate. Factories gave way to low-rise apartment buildings. Few people were out in the rain, but Reeve still avoided any close encounters. He made his way to a van parked on a side street. A check that nobody was watching, then he entered via the driver’s door.

			Faint condensation inside the windscreen revealed that he wasn’t the first to arrive. He sidestepped between the front seats into the darkened rear.

			Someone sat on the bench seat along one side. He looked up at Reeve.

			It was the man he had shot in the car.

			‘You killed me, Alex,’ said Tony Maxwell, sounding affronted. Then he grinned. ‘Well done.’

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 5

			Once the rest of the team arrived, Maxwell took the van’s wheel. Their first stop was the industrial estate so Reeve could recover his gear. They then drove back to the very place they had just escaped. ‘We won’t be popular,’ Maxwell remarked as they entered. The base’s exit barrier had been wrecked when Blake’s car smashed through it.

			‘Sorry,’ said Blake, with a total absence of contrition.

			The exercise had taken place at the Royal Marines base in Hamworthy, Poole. The helicopter Stone had shot – with wax training rounds – waited on the field. Maxwell was referee as well as target. Judging the pilot to be dead, he had ordered him to power down. ‘By the way,’ he said, ‘I’ve already had a complaint from the CO.’

			‘What about?’ asked Flynn.

			‘A Marine needed medical treatment. Somebody cut his neck when they “killed” him.’ His eyes met Locke’s in the mirror.

			‘A minor wound,’ Locke replied without concern. ‘I was careful to avoid the arteries.’

			‘I’m sure he’ll appreciate that,’ scoffed Parker.

			Maxwell was still regarding Locke. ‘This was a training mission – and these people are on our side.’

			Locke looked away. ‘Then I apologise.’ Like Blake, there was no hint of sincerity.

			An uncomfortable silence followed. ‘Still,’ Maxwell added, ‘at least he’ll have a cool scar to show off.’ The joke broke the brief tension. 

			He guided the van to the field. Everyone hurried to the helicopter. Flynn was already inside. Red bursts on her chest showed where the Marine’s wax rounds had hit. She gave most of her comrades curt greetings, but Reeve received only an angry glare. He understood why, but felt no need to ask forgiveness.

			The mission took priority. Always. That had been drummed into them from the start. Everything else, even their own lives, was secondary.

			It was a price Reeve was willing to accept. To become a member of SC9, you had to. If Flynn couldn’t . . . maybe she wouldn’t make the grade.

			Reeve put his head back against the seat. It wasn’t his call, or his problem. Right now, he was tired. And they still had a long way to go to reach home.

			Home was 450 miles away as the crow flew. Their journey was less direct. The chopper took them to the nearby Bournemouth airport. A cramped twin-prop plane then took almost two hours to reach Oban in Scotland. After that came another two hours in a minibus through the dark Highlands.

			It was almost 3AM when they finally arrived. ‘Okay,’ said Maxwell, ‘get some sleep. We’ll debrief in the morning.’

			‘Looking forward to that,’ said Stone sarcastically. ‘The whole thing got fucked right into a hat.’

			‘I disagree,’ Maxwell replied. ‘You eliminated the target, got the laptop, and nobody was captured.’ A pause, then: ‘Good work, everyone.’ 

			‘Let’s hope the boss agrees,’ Blake said, as they exited the minibus. It was still raining, even at the other end of the country. Spring had been dismal for the whole of Britain.

			Reeve found himself beside Flynn as they reached the house. ‘Might not have been captured, but I still got killed,’ she complained. She wasn’t looking at him, but it was obvious who she was addressing.

			‘It was just an exercise,’ Maxwell reminded her. ‘See you all tomorrow. Well, today, I suppose.’ 

			Reeve went to his room. Each team member had their own quarters. None was especially homely, but his was positively spartan. It didn’t bother him. No point getting attached to anything. Not when you might have to abandon everything at a moment’s notice. He was here to learn, to improve: to push himself. To do the job better than anyone. A faint smile. He had certainly managed that tonight.

			He washed, cleaned his teeth, then went to bed. Sleep came almost instantly. To his relief, he was too exhausted even to dream.

			Grey morning light greeted him when he woke. He checked his watch. After seven. His tired body had taken all the rest it needed. All the same, he was irritated at himself. He normally rose before six.

			He dressed in running gear as usual, then went downstairs. Mordencroft Hall housed SC9’s instructors – and recruits. Ten months prior there had been eleven of the latter. Now there were six. Training for SC9 was demanding in the extreme. Fall below the strict standards required, and you were gone.

			Reeve had thought his army special forces training was tough. In hindsight, it had been a comparative breeze. How much more he would have to endure, he wasn’t sure. He had come this far, though. He couldn’t imagine it getting harder.

			The smell of food reached him at the bottom of the stairs. Stone, he knew at once. Beyond a certain point in training, the recruits could choose their own meals. The hulking straw-blond Londoner now subsisted on the traditional English fry-up for breakfast. Sausages, eggs, bacon, baked beans, hash browns, tomatoes, all swimming in lard. How he hadn’t dropped dead from a coronary, Reeve couldn’t imagine.

			He entered the large kitchen. Stone was monopolising the hob, two frying pans sizzling and spitting. He barely acknowledged Reeve’s arrival. Locke sat at the long wooden table. His breakfast was modest yet refined; French bread and butter, soft cheese, a poached egg. He cut the last with surgical precision. ‘Good morning,’ he said, fixing Reeve with his piercing gaze.

			Blake was also there, about to wash his plate. Grilled kippers and duck eggs Benedict again, from the scraps. ‘Ah, our hero arrives,’ said the black-haired man. ‘Having a lie-in to celebrate, were you?’

			‘When you need to sleep, you need to sleep,’ said Reeve, not taking the bait. He collected two slices of white bread. Blake eyed them with faint contempt, then cleaned his crockery.

			The toaster was fully occupied by four slices of Stone’s bread. Reeve puffed out a cheek in mild impatience. Footsteps outside. He could tell from their weight it was Parker. He had a similar lithe build to Reeve himself. ‘Morning,’ said the crop-haired Liverpudlian cheerfully. ‘Hey, guys – I think it’s going to be a big day.’

			‘How so?’ asked Locke.

			‘Most of the staff left at the crack of sparrowfart. They took the minibus. I think,’ he lowered his voice, excited and conspiratorial, ‘training might be over.’

			‘About time,’ Stone sniffed. ‘Finally see some real action. No more fake interrogations and random polygraph tests and practice ambushes.’

			‘If it is over,’ Parker went on, ‘d’you think we all passed?’

			Locke continued dissecting his egg. ‘If anyone hadn’t, I doubt they would still be at the Hall.’

			‘Maybe that’s why Flynn’s not here,’ said Stone, as the toaster popped up. ‘She’s in a body bag in the back of the minibus.’ He laughed at his own joke. Only Blake and Parker seemed amused.

			Reeve started to prepare his own breakfast, hearing more footsteps. Too heavy to be Flynn. If Parker was right about the staff leaving, it was most likely Maxwell approaching.

			It was. ‘Morning, all,’ said their instructor.

			‘Morning, sir,’ Reeve replied. The others followed suit.

			Reeve tried to judge his mentor’s attitude. He was hard to read, a deadpan amiability acting as a mask. You always knew when you had angered or disappointed him, though. Neither was a mood any of the recruits enjoyed. Maxwell, like many former special forces soldiers, appeared almost disarmingly unassuming. That was merely another cover. Even well past forty, he was a physical match for any of his younger trainees.

			This morning he seemed upbeat. ‘Something smells good,’ he said. ‘Hope there are some eggs left.’

			‘Made sure of it, sir,’ Stone told him.

			‘Good, thanks.’ Flynn entered. ‘Ah, the gang’s all here. Morning, Deirdre.’

			‘Sorry I’m late, sir,’ she replied.

			‘I only just arrived myself. And besides, there isn’t a timetable today.’

			‘Something going on, sir?’ asked Parker, giving the others an I-told-you-so smile.

			‘I’ll tell you in a minute. First things first. The debrief.’ He gestured for everyone to sit. ‘No, no,’ he said, as Stone put his plate on the counter. ‘You eat, I’ll talk. So,’ Maxwell began, ‘in terms of mission objectives, it was a total success. You eliminated the target – me – and got the laptop. It still works, which I’m glad about.’ Quiet laughter from the group.

			‘Now, specifics.’ His eyes swept over them like radar. ‘It wasn’t exactly a stealthy exit, was it? I had another complaint from the Hamworthy CO, about the wrecked gate. Not that they know who we really are, of course. MI6 are taking the blame. But property damage and an injury? They really weren’t happy about your knife, Harrison.’

			Locke remained impassive under Maxwell’s gaze. ‘We had to make a high-speed escape,’ said Blake. ‘It was that or be caught.’

			‘Yeah, if someone,’ Stone stared accusingly at Flynn, ‘hadn’t been spotted, we’d have been fine.’

			Flynn reacted with pent-up anger. ‘If I’d had some backup, they wouldn’t have got me.’ She glared at Reeve. ‘You sacrificed me so you could get the kill, you shite. You were supposed to wait for me. If you don’t look out for anyone else, nobody’ll look out for you.’

			Reeve was about to explain that he couldn’t have saved her, but Maxwell spoke first. ‘Deirdre, I agree. You’re all expensively trained assets to the country. When you’re working together, you cover each other.’

			The auburn-haired woman aimed a triumphant snort at Reeve. ‘Yeah. See?’

			‘However,’ Maxwell continued, and her face fell, ‘the objective always comes first. Always. In this case, Alex acted correctly.’ He straightened, addressing the whole group. ‘There isn’t room for “nobody gets left behind” sentimentality in SC9. If it’s a choice between completing the mission or saving another Operative? You complete the mission. No exceptions. You all know what you signed up for.’

			Flynn broke the silence that followed. ‘Sorry, sir,’ she said, eyes downcast. ‘I made a mistake. It won’t happen again.’

			‘Better not,’ said Stone, through a mouthful of bacon. ‘We could all have been nailed ’cause you fucked up—’

			‘That’s enough.’ Maxwell’s tone was sharp enough to make Stone flinch. ‘Deirdre, I know it won’t. Moving on. Seven tangos down. Quite a high collateral count, but acceptable. Good driving by John to lose the pursuers. Too fast on civilian roads for an exercise, but no harm done. And Craig, nice trick in tracking down my laptop. I wasn’t expecting that. Must remember to stay off the Wi-Fi in future.’

			Parker smiled. His wide mouth always reminded Reeve of a pit bull’s. ‘Thanks, sir.’

			‘And the one casualty on our side was killed, so no interrogation risk. Nothing to lead back to SC9. Job done.’

			The team shared modest celebrations. ‘Now,’ Maxwell went on, ‘good news. That was your last exercise. Training’s over.’

			Silence at the sudden revelation, followed by relief. ‘So – did we pass?’ asked Blake.

			‘I’ll talk to everyone individually. Craig, I’ll start with you. Have breakfast first. My office, at nine. Everyone else, take some personal time until I call for you.’

			The group finished their morning meals, then dispersed. Reeve returned to his quarters to clean his teeth, then checked the weather. Still raining. Undeterred, he donned a cagoule over his hoodie and headed back down for his run.

			Maxwell emerged from the kitchen. ‘Going out in this weather, Alex?’

			‘It’s just rain, sir,’ he replied. ‘It dries off.’

			‘Brings the bloody bugs out, is what it does. I’ll be glad to get back to London.’

			‘I bet. You’ll finally be able to watch Fulham lose in person.’

			‘Cheeky little bastard.’ At six feet, Reeve was actually two inches taller than Maxwell. They both grinned. ‘Although, do you remember that exercise in London?’

			It had been to track and eliminate a mock double agent. ‘Yes?’

			‘Don’t tell anyone, but I timed it so I could watch a match afterwards.’

			‘Did Fulham win?’

			Maxwell held up his hands. ‘Well, that’s not the point, is it? Anyway, have your run. I’ll see you in a while.’ He was about to walk off when his phone rang. ‘The boss,’ he said before answering. ‘Morning, sir. How’s the holiday?’

			Reeve silently waved goodbye. Maxwell returned the gesture as he listened to his superior. ‘Yes, the debrief’s done,’ he replied. ‘Everything’s wrapped up.’ He listened – then surprise, followed by concern, crossed his face. ‘I . . . no, I didn’t. Are you sure, sir?’ He realised Reeve was still there and turned away. ‘I see.’ He stalked off down the hall.

			Reeve watched him go. Whatever the boss had said, it had rattled his mentor. Some more backlash over events in Poole? Bloody Locke. It was a running joke amongst the others that he was a genuine psychopath. What maniac used a real knife in a training exercise?

			It wasn’t his problem, though. He zipped up and headed out into the rain.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 6

			Reeve ran through the countryside, alone.

			Mordencroft Hall was a grim granite block amidst expansive heathland. During the Second World War, it had been commandeered for commando training. Officially, it was still Ministry of Defence property. Signs around the perimeter warned of arrest and prosecution for trespassers. But the remote, bleak landscape drew few visitors.

			The isolation suited Reeve. He had raised his shield to others in his early teens, and never lowered it. Well, that wasn’t quite true. There had been a few people with whom he felt almost comfortable. Tony Maxwell was one. The others at the training facility, though, were merely colleagues. Once assigned real missions, he probably wouldn’t see much more of them.

			He was fine with that. Mark Stone, the ex-cop, he actively disliked – as did most of the others, admittedly. John Blake, once a Royal Navy officer, was condescending and smug. Harrison Locke, another former officer – army medical, Reeve suspected – was also patronising, and insane. Reeve was probably closest to Craig Parker, but he could be annoyingly juvenile. And Deirdre Flynn had a chip on her shoulder visible from space.

			None of that mattered now. All were professionals. He could work with them if he had to. But if he had to act on his own, it wouldn’t be a problem.

			He crested a rise at the edge of the grounds. Loch Ailort, a curving finger of water dotted with desolate islands, opened out before him. The occasional ‘field trip’ aside, he had spent ten months on Scotland’s far west coast. Most would have considered it beautiful, but the open moors prompted only dark memories. Right now, the ongoing miserable spring left it grey, sapped of vibrancy. At least the midges hadn’t started to hatch yet.

			But his desire to run outweighed the irritations. Mordencroft’s boundary fences measured six and a half miles. Ten and a half kilometres – almost perfect for a 10K run. Starting beyond the assault course, he could complete the hilly circuit in thirty-four minutes. That was his record, at least. He wasn’t pushing today. His watch’s timer neared that mark with a kilometre to go. His finishing point was half a kilometre short of the start. He could have simply finished the loop, but who ran 10,500 metres? The irregularity would have bugged him more than any midges.

			He followed the fence, turning south-east. The house came back into view. It sat in a shallow natural bowl, hiding it from distant onlookers. Not that there would be any. The main road along the loch was over a mile away, and saw little traffic. Random ramblers would also be spotted long before getting close. Reeve passed a fencepost capped by an unobtrusive black box. It housed a video camera and motion sensor. Others ringed the whole training facility. Anyone approaching would be met by a ‘groundskeeper’ – an SC9 instructor. They would point out the warning signs . . . with a shotgun hooked over their arm. Nobody ever hung around.

			Company ahead, though. Someone was standing at his finishing point.

			He increased his pace, covering the last kilometre in just over three minutes. The loch dropped out of sight. He reached the finish. Maxwell, wearing a waterproof overcoat, awaited him. His expression was faintly perturbed, but a smile replaced it as Reeve arrived. ‘Alex. Good run?’

			‘Fair,’ Reeve replied. His heart was racing, but would recover by the time he returned to the house. ‘What’re you doing here?’

			‘I wanted to meet you. Would have phoned, but, well, trainees aren’t allowed them.’ A small laugh. ‘Although that won’t be an issue from now on.’

			A flash of excitement. ‘I’m in?’

			‘Let’s talk in my office.’ Maxwell gestured towards the house.

			‘After you,’ said Reeve.

			Maxwell hesitated, then set off. Reeve walked with him. He expected conversation, but his superior seemed preoccupied. ‘You okay, sir?’ 

			‘Yeah, yeah,’ Maxwell replied, nodding. ‘A lot going on this morning. You know,’ he added, ‘on days like this, I miss being in the field. You get your mission, and crack on with it. Nice and simple.’

			‘That phone call from the boss wasn’t good news?’

			‘You could say that. But,’ he sighed, ‘let me worry about it.’

			They continued towards the house. On the way they passed the firing range. Targets were set up at intervals up to two hundred metres. The person practising was not using a rifle, however. ‘Wanting some quiet today?’ Maxwell asked, as he approached Flynn. She held a compound bow, an arrow nocked but not drawn. A baseball cap kept the rain off her short hair.

			‘Just keeping my eye in,’ she replied, sighting a target fifty metres away. ‘I started out with a bow when I was a kid on the farm. My da taught – my dad, I mean, taught me. I was good, killed a rabbit at over two hundred feet once.’ In a swift, smooth movement, she drew and released the arrow. It hit the bullseye with a solid thwack. ‘More range on a rifle. But there’s something personal about this way.’

			‘Good shot,’ said Reeve, meaning it.

			She shrugged, not looking at him. ‘When do you want to see me, sir?’

			‘Later,’ said Maxwell. ‘Alex is up next. I’ll find you.’ The two men carried on, hearing tyres screech. ‘I guess John feels he needs to keep his eye in as well.’

			An Audi A6 powered around the parking area ahead. It doubled as a training area for tactical driving. Blake was at the wheel. He slalomed through a line of cones, performing looping powerslides at each end.

			‘Hope he doesn’t crash into the other cars,’ said Maxwell. ‘I don’t want to have to walk to the station.’

			‘The other staff aren’t coming back?’ Reeve asked.

			‘Not the instructors. Training’s finished. The caretaker’s coming on Thursday. We’re the only ones here. Got to lock up before we leave.’

			‘It’s not like there’s much to steal.’

			A chuckle. ‘Only a small arsenal and a few thousand rounds of ammo.’

			‘Oh, that,’ said Reeve.

			Shouts reached them as they neared the assault course north of the house. Reeve spotted Stone amongst the obstacles. He wore a dark blue tracksuit and boxing gloves, and was pounding a hanging punchbag. An obscenity spat from his mouth with each blow. To Reeve’s relief, Maxwell didn’t strike up conversation.

			They reached the house’s side entrance. Another resident greeted them. ‘Hello, little cat,’ said Reeve, stroking the mewing tabby as she stretched up to him. ‘Hey, who’ll feed her when we go?’

			‘She’ll survive,’ Maxwell replied. ‘The place has enough mice. It’s funny; that cat’s probably the best friend you’ve made here.’

			‘Except for my instructor.’ The admission surprised Reeve, and, it seemed, Maxwell too. ‘Well, if you’re allowed to be friends with your instructor. And boss. And superior officer.’

			‘None of those things after today,’ said Maxwell as he opened the door.

			‘So . . . I did make it in?’

			‘Like I said, we’ll talk in my office.’ He went inside.

			Reeve followed. The space within had once been a large function room. Now it was a gym, mostly used for combat practice. ‘Oh, Harrison,’ Maxwell said, seeing Locke. ‘We’re just passing through, don’t mind us.’

			‘I don’t,’ Locke replied. He didn’t look around. Instead, he regarded a life-sized male dummy standing before him. It had a silicone skin and, Reeve knew, realistic internal organs. It was intended for medical students – but also served well for armed fight training. Several mutilated examples were piled in a corner.

			This one’s skin was punctured in numerous places: chest, abdomen, neck. Locke’s black combat knife was the cause. He stared at the dummy with surgical intensity – then struck, fast as a snake. The blade stabbed deep into its throat.

			‘Good hit,’ Maxwell noted, as he and Reeve passed. ‘Did you get Charlie’s carotid artery?’ The dummies were all nicknamed ‘Charlie Crippen’ for reasons lost in time.

			‘Of course,’ Locke replied. He withdrew the knife and peeled back the skin. A red rubber tube represented the blood vessel. It had been split cleanly open. ‘Without someone applying compression, Charlie would be unconscious in thirty seconds from blood loss. And dead in a minute. Either way, he wouldn’t be fighting back.’

			‘Nice work.’ Maxwell and Reeve continued through the gym.

			Reeve waited until the blond man was out of earshot before speaking. ‘I’m not the only one who thinks he’s creepy, am I?’

			‘Christ, no,’ Maxwell whispered back, amused. ‘I wouldn’t leave him alone with the cat, put it that way. He’ll be good at the job, though.’

			‘So he’s in?’

			‘He will be, after I tell him. But let’s talk about you first.’

			Reeve began to feel uncomfortable. Maxwell’s evasiveness was causing pangs of self-doubt. Had he failed to qualify? He couldn’t see how, but the instructors never revealed what they wrote in their reports. Success wasn’t just about circuit times or target accuracy. Attitude also counted. One of the drop-outs had once made cynical comments about the royal family. He was gone two days later. Another had left at the ‘point of no return’ – when SC9’s true function was revealed. An ethical objection, or fear of the potential consequences? Reeve didn’t know, but the result was the same: another empty room.

			He forced down his concern. He had given it his all. Now, Maxwell would tell him if that was enough . . .

			They walked down a hallway. A door was open to one side. Maxwell peered in. ‘Starting already, Craig?’

			Reeve saw Parker at a computer. Several windows were open on the large monitor. He vaguely recognised the woman’s face in one; some young leftie politician? Ten months isolated in Scotland had left him out of touch. ‘Background research, Tony,’ Parker replied. ‘I want to be fully prepared for my first assignment.’

			‘Keep it up.’ An approving nod, then Maxwell moved on.

			‘He’s got an assignment already?’ Reeve asked. ‘So he’s in?’

			‘He is. You just met SC9’s latest member: Operative 65. The boss had a job for him immediately.’

			‘Fast work.’ If Parker had qualified, Reeve thought, surely he had as well . . .

			They entered Maxwell’s office. Reeve was surprised by what he saw. Most of Maxwell’s personal items had gone, the desk empty. Even his laptop was absent. Shelves that had held box files were now clear. ‘Can’t leave anything classified while the place is deserted,’ Maxwell explained. ‘Most of the stuff went out this morning.’ He removed his coat, revealing a casual jacket beneath, and sat behind the desk. Reeve took off his own cagoule, sitting facing him.

			The older man gazed at him in silence. Reeve tried to cover his rising unease. ‘So,’ Maxwell finally said, ‘you want to know if you’re in.’

			Reeve could think of nothing to say. He settled for a small nod.

			‘Well.’ Maxwell looked down for a moment, then back up – with a smile. ‘You are.’

			A moment to process the news. ‘I passed?’

			‘Welcome to SC9, Operative 66.’

			A flood of emotions: exultation, relief, excitement. Reeve let out a long breath. ‘You really had me going, sir.’

			‘Tony,’ Maxwell replied. ‘You can call me Tony now.’

			‘Thanks . . . Tony.’ Using Maxwell’s first name did not feel comfortable. ‘So I’m back to being just a number?’ For the first few months of training, he had been called only ‘Recruit Nine’. His former identity had been left behind at Mordencroft’s gate.

			Maxwell grinned. ‘You get to keep your name this time, don’t worry.’

			Reeve smiled back. ‘Parker’s Operative 65? So I’m one better, eh?’

			‘They’re assigned by age within an intake, oldest first. You’re the youngest, and he’s a year older. Harrison’s Operative 61.’

			Some rapid mental arithmetic. ‘All six of us passed?’

			‘They did. Bumper crop, actually – the most ever in one go. Usually, it’s lucky if four make it through. My intake, only one other guy qualified.’

			‘You never did say what your number was.’

			‘Well, now you’re a full member of SC9, that’s no longer classified. I’m Operative 41.’

			‘Good to meet you, 41.’

			‘Likewise, 66.’ They both grinned. ‘I have to say, I knew you’d make it. You were an exemplary recruit. One of the best all-rounders I’ve ever trained.’

			Reeve felt his cheeks flush at the praise. ‘Thank you, sir – Tony,’ he corrected. ‘I’m looking forward to getting to work.’

			Maxwell smiled again, then stood. ‘So, a drink to celebrate?’

			‘I thought booze was banned as well as phones?’

			‘Only for trainees. And rank hath its privileges. Whisky?’

			Reeve didn’t feel he could refuse. ‘Yeah.’

			Maxwell went to a cabinet directly behind him and opened it. ‘Like I said, I thought you were exemplary. Fast learner, quick thinker, highly capable . . .’

			Something triggered Reeve’s warning senses as Maxwell spoke. A faint rustle of clothing, a low creak of the floor as his weight shifted. His voice becoming slightly clearer as he turned back towards him. 

			The whisper of metal sliding over leather . . .

			Maxwell was drawing a gun from a concealed holster. The sneaky old bastard! One last test, one more fake ambush to test his reactions. Reeve rolled from the chair as his mentor pulled the trigger—

			The noise of the gunshot a foot from his head jarred his senses. Splinters burst from the desk.

			It wasn’t a blank. The gun was loaded.

			Maxwell had tried to kill him.
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