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Prologue


Auschwitz


November 1943


It was a blisteringly cold morning. The freezing air, fuelled by a savage easterly wind, spun the unrelenting giant snowflakes into menacing patterns that aptly framed the entrance to the world’s most notorious death camp. The Mercedes-Benz 770, only used by the Nazi elite, pulled to a halt outside Auschwitz. Despite the cruel elements, the armed guards either side of the wrought-iron gates looked immaculate in their field grey tunics. They instantly recognised the status of the approaching vehicle, lowered their Karabiner 98k rifles and moved forward to the back passenger door to check the identity of their unexpected, but clearly distinguished, visitor.


As the mysterious VIP slowly wound down the window, their eyes fixed on a familiar face, and they weren’t disappointed. The insolent expression glaring back at them belonged to a prominent high-ranking figure in the Nazi regime. He was the man who had conceived and created the extermination camps across Poland and Germany; the infamous architect and driving force behind the Holocaust.


Heinrich Luitpold Himmler held the illustrious title of Reichsführer of the Schutzstaffel but was more commonly known as the head of the notorious Waffen SS, the combat division of the Nazi party. He was the second most powerful man in the Third Reich, but was, without doubt, the most feared.


The two guards reeled back on their heels and immediately performed the familiar Nazi salute while proclaiming a hearty “Heil Hitler”. Himmler ignored their enthusiastic greeting, leaned out of the window and adjusted his celebrated pince-nez to focus his piggy hazel eyes on the giant handmade sign that dominated the entry to the camp. An arrogant smirk crept across his pencil-thin lips as he read the notorious words that greeted every individual, “ARBEIT MACHT FREI” – work sets you free. Himmler failed to spot the slight imperfection in the sign; the letter “B” had been inverted deliberately as a covert mark of rebellion by defiant Jewish inmates tasked with creating the sign a few years earlier.


The huge iron gates swung open, and the eight-cylinder engine fired up inside the giant Mercedes, pumping smoke from its exhaust, charring the virgin white snow. The Nazi staff car glided effortlessly into the camp, exuding the same authority and arrogance as its eminent passenger.


Although Block 10 had originally been designed for male inmates, everyone at the camp was aware that in recent months it had been transformed into a massive testing laboratory housing hundreds of female human guinea pigs. Inside the notorious two-storey brick barracks, conditions were atrocious and inhumane. Female prisoners were crammed into triple wooden bunk beds layered with straw bedding, which housed rats, lice and other vermin. The women were routinely subjected to appalling medical experiments performed without anaesthetic, and the complete lack of hygiene ensured the death rate was phenomenally high. Only a handful of inmates lasted longer than a month.


In one of the darkest corners of the block, a young male doctor was struggling to find a usable vein in the almost-lifeless bony arm of his twenty-year-old patient. He swore under his breath as he focused on his fifth attempt to find a landing zone for the hypodermic needle in his right hand. He was determined to make this attempt count when his concentration was broken by the unmistakable voice of the camp commandant, Rudolf Höss. The frustrated SS Major at once knew something was amiss because this was the first time the commandant had deigned to visit his makeshift laboratory.


“Doctor Schumann, you don’t seem to be having much luck today, but that might change. You have an esteemed visitor waiting for you in my office. I suggest you get moving.”


Two minutes later Doctor Horst Schumann cautiously entered the commandant’s office where he encountered Heinrich Himmler lounging in a black leather chair. His short stubby legs were stretched out across the massive oak desk Höss had shipped in from Berlin when he’d first taken over the camp three years earlier. Schumann’s gaze was weirdly drawn to the pristine black rubber soles of the Reichführer’s jackboots that mysteriously showed no sign of snow in their deep crevices, Himmler nodded to acknowledge the arrival of the doctor and then his eyes flicked down to the manila folder in his right hand, which he brandished in the air with the panache of a seasoned orchestra conductor. He waited a moment before switching his gaze back towards the doctor and then let rip.


“Schumann, I totally condemn your recent behaviour, as does the Führer. Furthermore, it simply won’t be tolerated. Maybe you would like to swap places with one of your loathsome Jewish patients? How dare you choose to ignore our weekly requests for updated figures? In the last two months you’ve ignored countless telexes from my office asking for information on the trials.”


The doctor recoiled from the desk – his body physically rocked from the verbal onslaught. His mind raced while he considered the possible consequences of his inaction. He was well aware of the ruthless violence the obnoxious psychopath facing him was capable of dishing out.


“Reichsführer, I do of course owe you and the Führer an apology. As medics we are working in dreadful conditions in Block 10. Many of our patients are so wasted and frail they die before the results of our tests can be processed. Therefore, the figures are much lower than we expected and …”


Himmler’s body snapped into action. He rounded the desk to come eye to eye with Schumann and whipped the doctor’s face with the folder before slamming it down on the desk.


“Doctor, as you know, this is the Führer’s pet project. He conceived it and therefore it will succeed. I anticipate exceptional figures in your next report.”


Himmler didn’t wait for a reply. He scuttled past the humiliated doctor and stormed out of the commandant’s office. Schumann stood stock-still for almost a minute. His only movement the trembling fear of his body. He slowly reached down and picked up the folder, the disturbing contents of which currently threatened his very existence. The front cover bore the crest of the majestic German military eagle and underneath were typed two words: Operation Gesamtkunstwerk.









Chapter 1


Buenos Aires, London, New York, Sydney, the Caribbean


April 2022


The global Zoom meeting was drawing to a close. It was no different to thousands of others taking place across the world at the same time, except the encrypted passcodes required to gain entry were impenetrable. The participants were based in four continents, with varying time zones, and the call had been scheduled to start at 23:00 GMT. Despite their different nationalities, all the contributors were fluent in a second language – German. The Zoom gallery, displayed on the five computer screens, revealed the images of the participants but didn’t list their names. The call lasted just under an hour and the host brought it to an end with a disturbing declaration.


“The ongoing pandemic is a gift. It’s already helped us cover our tracks with some of our tests and now the main operation needs to be brought forward. In the name of our grandfather, we mustn’t squander the opportunities it brings.”


The other four participants nodded in agreement. Just before they logged off, the host resumed speaking.


“One last matter to cover. Eva, this one’s for you. I’m emailing through details of the escape plan for an old family friend who is currently languishing in a maximum-security cell. We badly need an operative in the field whom we can trust and, after ten years of incarceration, his loyalty to our cause is undeniable.”


In Buenos Aires Eva Castillo closed her laptop and reached for the glass tumbler of Jim Beam that sat on a red leather coaster on the brushed steel desktop. She drained the contents in one swallow and walked across the tumbled marble floor towards the fifteen-foot-high curved glass windows, a signature feature of her waterfront penthouse apartment in Puerto Madero Harbour on the east side of the city. It formed part of a luxury high-rise development comprising some of the most expensive real estate in Buenos Aires.


Eva glanced down at the spectacular pedestrian suspension bridge spanning the harbour and the picturesque dockside restaurants that attracted tourists and locals alike. The area was renowned for its upscale steak and seafood bistros, and she smiled to herself as she spotted the usual queue snaking around the front of El Mirasol, her favourite eatery. She knew a simple text to the maître d’ always guaranteed her a table overlooking the water, regardless of the waiting times being handed out to hopeful customers who stood in line. She was born to entitlement and privilege which, to date, had smoothed her path through life.


Eva loved playing the card that, right from birth, she was destined for a life in politics because her parents had named her after the First Lady of Argentina, Eva Perón. In reality, her Christian name was a tribute to her paternal grandmother, Eva Braun; the wife of the most notorious dictator of the twentieth century. She’d inherited the natural beauty of her grandmother, with her crystal blue eyes and curly strawberry blonde hair combining to stunning effect. At twenty-nine, she was the youngest senator in the National Congress and deputy leader of the extreme right-wing party Sovereignty. In the recent midterm elections, they had caused a political earthquake by winning twenty-three per cent of the national vote, reflecting the popularity of the growing fascist movement inside Argentina.


Although the sound was switched off on her cell phone, Eva felt the faint buzz created by the arrival of a fresh email and retrieved the super-encrypted iPhone from her jean pocket. The incoming message displayed no subject, just an attachment that she immediately double-clicked. The top half of the screen showed the colour headshot of a man she’d never met but whom she felt she knew intimately. She could see the Word document contained ten pages of copy but, for now, she was content simply to stare at the distinctive features of prison inmate 477815, otherwise known as the Black Scorpion.









Chapter 2


Valledupar, Colombia


The maximum-security wing in Valledupar Penitentiary was not for the faint-hearted. It was the first prison to be built inside Colombia using US funding and was designed to secure inmates who were seen as a potential threat to both the Colombian and US governments. Its clientele was a heady mix of drug lords, serial killers, rapists and political extremists and, more than two decades after its opening in April 2000, it had deservedly earned the reputation of being the worst hellhole in South America.


The prison stank of vomit, faeces and urine because prisoners only had access to running water for three hours a day. Most of the time they deposited their liquid and solid excrement in plastic shopping bags and dumped them in the communal areas scattered around the sixteen-hectare site. Most of the fourteen hundred prisoners were lifers, confined to tiny barren ten-foot-square cells for twenty-three hours a day, surviving on a diet of stale bread, rice and peas. Visitation rights were down to the goodwill of the warden, of which very little was ever shown.


Matias Paz, also known as the Black Scorpion, was one of the inmates. He was approaching the tenth year of his life sentence, having been found guilty of the multiple murders that terrorised Buenos Aires in January 2012. At the time, Paz fronted a corrupt security company that took orders directly from the CEO of a major US-based pharmaceutical corporation, who was exposed as the secret son of Adolf Hitler. Paz had found himself at the centre of a worldwide firestorm as he became the ugly face of a show trial that dominated the front pages across the globe for almost two months. Throughout the entire process, he didn’t utter a single word.


Now in his sixties, Paz was a former mercenary and lifelong fascist. He still didn’t carry an ounce of spare fat on his muscular frame, and before his incarceration he’d dyed his platinum-grey hair jet black to disguise his age. For many years he had kept two glossy black-skinned emperor scorpions in a large terrarium in his office, earning him his nickname.


He was just over halfway through his morning workout, simply dressed in white vest and underpants, when he heard footsteps approaching his cell. This was highly unusual as the guard who patrolled his level and dropped off his food twice a day, always at the same time, wasn’t due for another seven hours. Paz cursed under his breath – the disruption to his routine and the consequent break in concentration meant he lost count of the number of press-ups he’d completed, so he’d have to start again. A few seconds later the metal hatch in the middle of the cell door slid open and the guard’s face filled the void. Curiouser and curiouser, thought Paz – an event like this hadn’t happened in the previous ten years of his incarceration.


“Get some clothes on, Paz – you have a visitor. I’ll be back in five minutes.”


The Black Scorpion was stunned. He’d not had a single visit since the day he’d entered the disgusting institution. He scrambled out a reply.


“Who … is it?”


“It’s your nephew, Theodor, and it’s your lucky day. The warden has sanctioned the visit.”


The hatch slid back into place and Paz made a grab for his brown dungarees, neatly folded on the mattress of his bunk. The imminent visit was indeed unusual, particularly as he didn’t have a nephew.


* * *


The compact rectangular visiting room was stark. The white paint that had been applied to the plastered brick walls twenty years before had long since discoloured and now resembled a weak cappuccino. In the centre stood a small square pine table with a chair on either side – one of which had its legs cemented directly into the grey concrete floor. Two iron manacles secured to that end of the table were tightly clamped around Paz’s wrists and, to complete the restraints, a four-inch-wide black leather safety belt secured his chest to the back of the chair. He felt like a trussed chicken and the message was clear: the warden may have granted him a visit, but he was obviously taking no chances with his high-profile inmate.


The digital clock on the far wall read 11:27, so Paz figured he only had three minutes to wait before meeting his mysterious nephew. He wasn’t wrong. At precisely 11:30 the door facing him opened to reveal a guard he’d never seen before, accompanying a tall, painfully skinny early twenty-something, dressed head to toe in denim. The young man’s overall appearance was unassuming and somewhat bedraggled; he was unshaven with a mop of hippy-length black curly hair. Paz figured his visitor was a struggling college student in desperate need of a decent meal. His angular features were dominated by high, pronounced cheekbones and his dark brown eyes, partially hidden behind a pair of cheap wire spectacles, looked slightly haunted as they focused on Paz. There was an ominous silence while he drew up the other chair to face his “uncle”. Neither of them seemed sure how the initial greeting should play out but then the young man broke into life – as if he had just received an action cue and launched into his rehearsed script.


“Hello, Uncle. How are you doing?”


Before Paz could reply, the burly guard who’d escorted Theodor into the room interrupted them.


“You have exactly fifteen minutes for the visit, but if I see something I don’t like, it’ll be over. Do you understand?”


He didn’t wait for a reply. Instead, he strolled over to the corner of the room, just far enough, Paz decided, to be out of earshot, and began playing a game of solitaire on his cell phone.


Paz was ready to begin his interrogation of the young visitor who was pretending to be his nephew. “Firstly, we both know Theodor isn’t your real name. Who sent you and what do they want from me?”


The young man lent forward so his face was no more than six inches away from Paz. “Señor Paz, I’m an actor, a struggling actor who makes a grubby living as a waiter in a nightclub in the city. Last week I saw an online advert for a Zoom casting audition and … guess what? This was the part.”


He smiled for the first time as he witnessed a look of total bewilderment on Paz’s face. “The fee was huge and the woman who interviewed me said all I had to do was alter my appearance, take on the role of Theodor and deliver the following message to you in person, word for word.”


“Who gave you the part? And don’t bullshit me,” Paz hissed, his reply dripping with threat.


“The woman never put up a live image of herself – there was just a caption on the screen saying ‘casting director’, so I’ve no idea who she was. But she made one thing very plain, I am not allowed to answer any questions.”


Paz nodded his understanding and furtively glanced at the guard who was deep into his card game. “Go on, Mr Actor, let’s hear what you’ve got to say.”


Theodor shut his eyes for a couple of seconds, his forehead creasing up – almost as if he were rebooting his brain. Then he resumed eye contact with Paz and began to recite his lines. “Next Tuesday, exactly one week from today, at 13:09, nine minutes into your daily one-hour exercise break, you’ll walk across the open courtyard to the middle of the western wall, turn and face it and maintain that position, regardless of anything that might go on around you. You’ll be safe from harm as long as you don’t move. By 13:15 you’ll be out of the penitentiary and on your way to meet an old admirer.”


The young man deliberately scraped his chair when he stood to catch the attention of the guard who glanced up from his phone, irritated his game had been disturbed.


“Guard, I’m ready to leave.”


Paz’s eyes never left the actor as he made his way across the room and out the door shadowed by the disgruntled guard. He sat passively in his chair, desperately trying to work out whom the young man was working for and what the hell was going to happen next week. For now, all he could do was wait.









Chapter 3


Valledupar, Colombia


The week had dragged so slowly, Paz felt as though seven months rather than days had passed since his bizarre encounter with his phoney nephew. He’d tried hard to rationalise the scenario and find some answers. His shrewd brain played through all the possible angles, yet he was always left with two questions: who wanted him out and why now? He’d been rotting for years in this vile hovel, which had the audacity to call itself a correctional institution, and suddenly, out of nowhere, an outside force was set to free him. None of it made sense.


At 12:55, after the prison officer had opened his cell door, any lingering doubts Paz had that the whole set-up might be a sham vanished. The uniformed guard, who’d never uttered a word of small talk in the preceding ten years, reached into his pocket and retrieved two tiny yellow polymer foam earplugs. He held them in the open palm of his hand and gestured for Paz to take them.


“I’ve been instructed to give you these.”


Paz stuffed them firmly inside his ears while the guard turned, and they set off down the dark narrow corridor, beginning the long walk to the communal exercise courtyard. Paz could feel pure adrenaline surging through his veins. More questions flooded his thoughts: how had his rescuers persuaded the warden to allow last week’s visit and how had they got to the guard – who’d always seemed incorruptible?


The recreation yard was jam-packed, with over three hundred prisoners taking their daily one-hour escape from their dismal cells. The convicts were monitored on the ground by thirty armed guards, ably supported by four elite officers perched on fifty-foot-high brick-built turrets positioned at the corners of the exercise area. All four were armed with an M249 light machine gun, capable of spitting out 5.56 mm rounds at a rate of two hundred per minute and, between them, the machine gun nests had clear sight lines of every inch of ground inside the yard, leaving no hiding place for the inmates should trouble break out.


Paz entered through the only access – a massive fifteen-foot-high, twelve-inch-thick iron door that formed part of the south wall. He at once found himself shoulder to shoulder with dozens of prisoners all arriving for their break at the same time. Although Paz could sense the busy chatter, the earplugs were doing their job muffling the noise to a distant, unintelligible hum. He glanced down at his cheap digital watch displaying the time 13:06. Three minutes to go.


He casually strolled towards the centre of the yard, deliberately avoiding eye contact with inmates and guards, all the while desperately trying to stay calm and focused. Paz sensed a rapid increase in his heartbeat and felt a slight sweat break on his forehead. He cursed the ten years of incarceration that had dimmed the natural operational skills he’d taken into the field so successfully on countless occasions. Yet again he furtively checked the time – 13:08. Just one minute to go but nothing was amiss. Nevertheless, he made his way across to the western wall and, at exactly 13:09, turned to face it.


Forty-five minutes earlier, unsuspecting tourists in the popular coastal resort of the walled city of Cartagena, witnessed two black dots flying in above the massive expanse of the Caribbean Sea, heading directly east over the old Spanish town, heading inland. The Sikorsky UH-60 Black Hawks were armed to the teeth. Both choppers were loaded with sixteen air-to-ground Hellfire missiles, usually employed to take out armoured tanks, and two M134 Miniguns were mounted on the bottom of the stub wings. These Gatling gun-style rotating barrel weapons could dispense a payload of six thousand rounds a minute.


The two Hawks circled around before coming in low and fast, attacking the penitentiary from the west. Although the four turret guards had heard and watched them approach thirty seconds earlier, they had no real sense of the violent attack heading their way. That all changed instantly as four Hellfire missiles slammed into the top half of each of the turrets, obliterating the solid brick structures and incinerating the guards. The deafening shriek produced by the four-bladed rotors hit an eye-watering 160 decibels and muted the screams of terror from below. Mayhem broke out as hundreds of inmates desperately raced towards the main entrance trying to escape the assault. Dozens were ruthlessly cut down by thousands of tracer rounds that carved a path across the concrete yard, taking out prisoners and guards indiscriminately.


Paz stayed jammed against the western wall but turned to get a close-up of the murderous attack. It was sheer carnage – bloody body parts flying high into the air and corpses dancing on the ground as bodies were riddled with an endless hailstorm of incoming rounds. Paz’s mind flicked back forty-five years to the Angolan Civil War, specifically to the tiny village of Cabo in the deep south of the country, where he and his band of mercenaries had created killing fields of their own, working for the National Liberation Front.


His mind snapped back to the present when he spotted a figure dressed head to toe in black commando fatigues winching down at breakneck speed from the open door of a Hawk maintaining a hover position directly above him. The second chopper was still wreaking mayhem with its Miniguns relentlessly pursuing any remaining signs of life in the courtyard, which had, in a matter of minutes, become an open burial ground. The winchman, his features hidden by a black balaclava, was now suspended three feet off the ground directly in front of Paz, who was relishing the enormity of the attack. He instinctively moved away from the wall towards his rescuer. An unmistakable American accent yelled instructions as a leather strap was flung towards him.


“Get this over your arms and back. We are going up.”


Paz couldn’t quite make out the exact words because of the earplugs but grabbed the strap as though it were a lifeline and, within moments, the two men were physically bonded together. Eighty feet above them the winch operator, leaning out of the Hawk’s open door, triggered their ascent. In the chaos of the firefight three prison guards had miraculously made it to the safe zone of the western wall, the only untargeted area in the courtyard. One of them fired his Fara 83 automatic rifle directly at Paz and the winchman, while the other two took aim at the small rear rotor of the second Hawk, which continued to spit out punishing rounds from its Miniguns. He felt a sudden impact as two bullets ripped into the back of the winchman’s skull, whose body immediately went limp. Soaring above the bedlam below, Paz realised he was now harnessed to a corpse.


The ferocious exchange of fire between the guards and the Minigun operator in the Hawk led to catastrophe for both sides. Now that Paz was no longer there, the Western wall had ceased to be a no-fire zone and the guards were mown down by dozens of strafing rounds and, moments later, the second Hawk stuttered in mid-air as a spray of bullets smashed into one of its rear rotor blades, upsetting the balance of the chopper. Tiny titanium fragments from the shattered blade flew into the air and the nose of the Hawk lurched forward. The gunship emitted a grinding mechanical scream as it began its descent, spiralling downwards at great speed.


The chopper smashed into what was left of the south turret and the entire courtyard shuddered from the impact, which created a giant fireball rising hundreds of feet in the air. Paz was within touching distance of the open door of the remaining Hawk when he felt the heat of the blast around him. He gasped for breath as burning hot petrol-fuelled black smoke filled his lungs. Seconds later he lost consciousness, unaware of a powerful pair of arms seizing his shoulders and bundling him and his dead companion inside the body of the helicopter. As soon as he was on board, the pilot began a steep climb and the Hawk made its exit, heading directly north for the coastline.


When Paz finally came around, he was aware of a silicone oxygen mask on his face and, at the same time, realised he was laying prone on the metal floor of the Hawk, in the narrow aisle between eight black leather seats. A male crew member was kneeling in front of him and, as soon as he saw Paz stir, shouted a greeting, fighting to cut through the deafening noise created by the rotors. Paz struggled to hear until he remembered the earplugs, which he took out and threw to the floor. His eardrums were instantly assaulted by the cacophony of sound that boomed around the tiny cabin. The man moved closer and tried again, pointing to the oxygen mask.


“Mr Paz, we just wanted to clean out your lungs from the blast. Try removing it now.”


Paz gratefully obliged, slipping off the mask and taking a large gulp of fresh air that helped clear the fog from his mind.


“How long was I out?”


The man glanced down at his watch. “Maybe fifty minutes.”


Paz nodded. He sat up gingerly, leaned forward and looked to his right through one of the large square side windows. The Hawk was flying fast and low, speeding over the stunning turquoise waters of the Caribbean.


“Where are we heading?”


“Take a look over there, Mr Paz.”


The man pointed north, where a large white dot could clearly be seen in the distance. Paz narrowed his eyes until he could make out an enormous boat ahead of him.


“That’s your new home. A sweet upgrade from your previous lodgings.” The crew member laughed at his own joke.


Paz ignored him and maintained his gaze on the superyacht below. Every second that passed brought the seven-tier luxury boat into clearer focus and, three minutes later, the Hawk was ready to begin its descent manoeuvre onto one of the two helipads marked out on raised platforms at either end of the top deck. The landing was smooth and surprisingly easy. As soon as the three rubber tyres made contact, one of the crew slid open the door and Paz was ushered to the opening. He clambered out and stooped under the still whirring fifty-three-foot rotors and set eyes on a slim olive-skinned male running towards him. The man, in his thirties, was tall, slim and elegantly dressed in a light blue designer linen suit. He smiled warmly and offered his hand, which Paz happily accepted.


“Welcome aboard The Blonde Lady, Mr Paz. Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Anwar Al Kathib. Please follow me. Your saviour is extremely keen to meet you.”









Chapter 4



The Blonde Lady, Caribbean Sea


The superyacht was truly spectacular. The 110-metre streamlined aluminium hull was the length of an American football pitch. It was powered by an innovative diesel-electric propulsion system that produced an impressive top speed of thirty plus knots. Its multilayered decks housed ten sumptuous staterooms, two swimming pools, a surround sound cinema, and a forty-square-foot wooden-beamed loggia. Attached to the stern was a three-man mini submarine capable of diving to fifteen hundred feet. The endless luxury was heavily protected by armour plating and bulletproof glass, as well as a ballistic missile defence system. What appeared at first glance to be an opulent gin palace of epic proportions was, in fact, an incredibly sophisticated, heavily protected vessel manned by a highly skilled crew of sixty.


The two men had only walked a short distance from the helipad when they heard the Hawk rev up and, a few seconds later, felt a savage downdraught as the chopper took off. Paz and the Arab stood and watched as the state-of-the-art Sikorsky gunship headed north towards the horizon. Paz briefly wondered where it was destined but his random thought was interrupted by Al Kathib, who turned away from the departing Hawk and gestured towards an oval glass lift protruding from the side of the deck.


“Let’s go, Mr Paz.”


After a short descent, the single door smoothly peeled open on the third level to reveal a magnificent oak-beamed double-height gallery partially wrapped in light gunmetal grey tinted glass. Paz savoured the luxury of the decor as he followed Al Kathib across the polished maple floor. The subtle cream and brown fusion of colours, creating the overall colour scheme, was broken up by giant artworks, many of which appeared to be floating in mid-air. This effect was created by a combination of free-hanging paintings dangling from semi-invisible wires and mounted sculptures on transparent Perspex plinths. In his previous existence Paz had always appreciated the trappings of wealth and power but right now, dressed in a pair of filthy, blood-strewn dungarees, he felt like a tramp who didn’t belong.


They headed for the seating area at the far end of the vast loggia, where Paz could make out the back of a fair-haired man, sitting on a chocolate brown calfskin couch. He was leaning forward, seemingly preoccupied with a large glass container positioned on a circular ivory and glass coffee table. The man sensed the presence of his guests and stood, turning to greet them. He was tall and lithe, his face dominated by a bushy light brown beard that made him appear older than he was. Paz instinctively felt he was looking at someone from his past but, frustratingly, he just couldn’t nail it. There was something about the nose and cheekbones that seemed slightly odd, and then he realised the face he was looking at had undergone significant reconstructive surgery. However, one feature remained unaltered – the man’s piercing sky-blue eyes which, at that moment, were firmly fixed on the Black Scorpion.


“Mr Paz, I can tell from the look on your face that the thousands of dollars I’ve spent trying to disguise my features hasn’t worked.”


It wasn’t until the man spoke that everything suddenly fell into place. Paz knew that voice so well. But it wasn’t from any previous face-to-face meetings – in fact, the two men had never set eyes on each other before in the flesh. The man who had masterminded his escape from the hellhole in Valledupar, the man with the unmistakable voice, was a dead man: former presidential candidate, John Franklin, who, ten years earlier, had been publicly disgraced when he was exposed as the grandson of the world’s most reviled dictator, Adolf Hitler. A man who supposedly had taken his own life.


Paz uttered the first thought that came to mind. “I knew your father well.”


“You worked for my father for thirty years. You were never friends.”


The bluntness of Franklin’s reply was slightly softened by his gesturing towards the couch, indicating he wanted Paz to sit next to him. Al Kathib took his own cue and walked across to the armchair opposite. As he sat, Paz caught sight of the contents of the large glass terrarium on the coffee table which housed two glossy black-skinned emperor scorpions. He leaned forward and studied them in closer detail, instantly captivated.


Franklin noted Paz’s reaction but was done with the niceties and keen to begin his pitch. “Consider them a gift. I’ll have them installed in your stateroom. But now we have much to discuss.”


Paz eased back on the couch and turned to face the man who, after his exposure by the world’s media, had been dubbed ‘the Counterfeit Candidate’. “I’m ready to listen, Mr Franklin. A man who brings in two Black Hawks to rescue a single prisoner has my undivided attention, especially as I am the beneficiary of the raid.”


Franklin beamed at the third man in the room. “I’m afraid I can’t take the credit for the choppers. They were down to the talents of Anwar here, who used his personal friendship with senior figures in the Taliban to acquire them.”


Al Kathib smiled as Franklin continued.


“Did you know that old fool of a president screwed up the withdrawal of US troops from Afghanistan so badly, he left behind thirty-three Sikorsky Black Hawks worth ten million dollars each? They now belong to the Taliban.”


The Syrian paused for a moment and then became animated. “The irony is, the jihadists have no one in their ranks with any idea how to fly those machines, so for months they lay in the desert deteriorating. Add to that the cold reality of the Taliban’s foreign accounts being frozen by the West and the timing of my cash offer of one million dollars for two Hawks was, under the circumstances, extremely generous and welcome.”


Paz couldn’t help but be impressed by the silky smooth-talking Syrian. He was evidently a man not to be underestimated.


“We hired a group of mercenaries – former US marine pilots and engineers to crew the Hawks, and the rest you know.”


Paz turned to face Franklin, who was relishing hearing the detail behind the ingenious purchase of the Sikorsky killing machines. “So, Mr Franklin, why am I here? What do you want of me?”


“First of all, before we get to that, I want you to relax and enjoy your freedom. Get out of that revolting garb, scrub yourself clean and start to refresh your mind. As my guest, I want you to take full advantage of the facilities on offer. You’ll find a range of designer clothes in your stateroom far more fitting for a man of your status. And, in case you were about to ask, this superyacht was originally commissioned by a Russian oligarch who crossed the wrong people in the Kremlin and never lived to enjoy it. To the relief of the shipbuilders, I stepped in and took over the contract. It’s registered out of Hamilton, Bermuda, to a holding company based in Liechtenstein and its ownership is so deeply buried it can never be traced back to me. So, for a dead man, it provides the perfect hideaway. I can move around freely without any hassle, never having to worry about border or passport checks.”


Paz was suitably impressed and stood to leave, sensing the meeting was over. At the same time, Franklin leaned to his right and from the end of the couch picked up two large files that he held in the air.


“Before you leave, take these. Over the next day or so, I want you to study their contents in detail. I’ve had the relevant sections translated into Spanish for you. Digest the material well and, the next time we meet, you’ll have a good understanding of why I require your services.”


He switched one of the files to his free hand and waved it in the air.


“This one is irreplaceable. It’s almost eighty years old and the contents were the brainchild of my grandfather. It’s quite magnificent.”


Paz took the files and before withdrawing fired off a parting shot. “You realise the authorities will come looking for me.”


Franklin frowned as if let down by the comment. “Paz, you do me an injustice. The carnage we created at Valledupar was a deliberate strategy to create a smokescreen for your escape. We systematically wiped out all the guards and convicts in the exercise yard, as well as the exterior CCTV cameras. The authorities are left with the painstaking process of piecing together hundreds of body parts to try and work out exactly who died in the attack. We believe they’ll conclude it was the work of a Colombian drug lord looking to kill incarcerated rivals. Then, of course, we had the fortunate unplanned bonus of the fireball that cremated dozens of bodies. That will further hamper the identification process. It will be weeks, or possibly months, before they realise you’re missing. If they ever do.”


Paz stared in silence at his new captor for a few seconds and then glanced down at the two files in his hand, wondering what sort of evil was contained inside them. He was desperate to leave the meeting and escape to the sanctuary of his stateroom, but Franklin hadn’t quite finished.


“Paz, I’m not sure of your sexual preferences, but just let your steward know and he’ll arrange some suitable company.”


Paz didn’t react but wondered how much Franklin knew of his secret weakness for young blonde rent boys. A flaw he certainly wasn’t going to admit to, despite the tempting offer.


An immaculately turned-out steward escorted Paz to his new prison: a beautifully appointed stateroom decked out with a queen-size circular bed – that on its own was bigger than his old cell, and a massive green marble jacuzzi. He stripped off his filthy dungarees and foul underwear and ran the taps as he contemplated his first bath in over ten years. Paz figured it would take at least ten minutes to fill the jacuzzi so, with time to kill, he flopped onto the bed and reached for the aged manila file. The first thing he noted was, despite the Spanish documents inside, the eighty-year-old folder had a German title printed on the front: Operation Gesamtkunstwerk. He flicked it open, began reading and quickly forgot about his bath.


For Paz, after a ten-year hiatus, the fun was about to start.









Chapter 5


Buenos Aires, Argentina


The banner headline of the Clarín, Argentina’s best-selling daily paper, contained a single word: ¡Masacre!. A high-angle photo taken from a press drone, displaying the carnage inside the exercise yard at Valledupar following the helicopter attack at the maximum-security prison, dominated the rest of the page.


Nicolas Vargas of the Buenos Aires Police Department finished studying the lead article for a second time and dropped the newspaper onto his desk. The story made for a bizarre read. The female journalist who’d written it was suggesting that a crazed Colombian drug lord who, she suggested, might be Carlos Vásquez, had used two stolen helicopter gunships to wipe out some of his rivals being held at the notorious Valledupar Penitentiary.


At just over fifty, Vargas was at the very peak of his powers and was regarded by his peers as the brightest chief inspector on the city force. He was a tall man with film-star good looks enhanced by a natural charisma that matched his physical attributes. His attractive features hid a painful personal secret, as thirteen years earlier his life had been brutally derailed by the untimely death of his wife, Sophia. Her loss, and the loss of the future they’d planned together, had left him devastated. She was irreplaceable, so since then his sole focus had been his work.


The vivid description of the aerial assault at Valledupar intrigued him. An estimated two hundred prisoners and thirty-four guards had been slain in the military-style attack – although it was expected to be weeks before a confirmed list of the dead was made public. Vargas couldn’t wait that long; there was one question he needed answering right away. He had to know if one of the slain convicts was a man he had personally sent there. A monster called Matias Paz. Vargas had led the arrest team responsible for Paz’s capture back in January 2012 and had later given evidence against him at the show trial a few months later. If the mass murderer had been killed in the attack, good riddance. But Vargas needed to be sure.


When he’d first heard about the incident the day before, he’d contacted a colleague in the Colombian Police Force, based in Cartagena, to ask for everything he could find out about prisoner 477815, Matias Paz. The wait for a reply was killing him. Vargas was hoping to receive confirmation that Paz was one of the victims but when the news came through it didn’t play out like that.


His cell phone rang and he instantly recognised the Colombian area code displayed on the screen. Vargas took the call knowing it would be from Police Captain Arturo Jiménez. The deep baritone voice of the Colombian boomed down the earpiece. He wasn’t a man who wasted time on small talk.


“Chief inspector, I think you’ll be pleased to hear the findings of my research. Your friend Matias Paz is no longer in his cell, so we can reasonably assume he was killed in the attack.”


Vargas let out a huge sigh of relief. “They’ve identified his body?”


“I didn’t say that. It will take weeks to identify all the corpses, especially those virtually incinerated in the inferno. They’ll be identified through dental records eventually. But if he’s no longer in the prison building, we have to assume he’s dead.” The police captain seemed keen to end the call. “So, there you have it, chief inspector.”


Vargas could see the logic and had only one remaining question.


“Captain Jiménez, have you seen Paz’s prison records? Was there anything strange or suspicious I should know about?”


“Nothing at all – he appears to have been a model prisoner. I’ve emailed them through to you so you can see for yourself. Now, I have to go.”


Vargas ended the call and placed his iPhone next to the newspaper on the desk. Paz was dead, along with hundreds of other evil men, none of whom would be mourned by anyone other than their immediate families. He felt a huge sense of relief, but until official identification came through there would continue to be a tiny element of doubt. He took a sip of cold coffee from a white polystyrene cup while he flipped open his laptop and clicked on his inbox. He had twelve new emails but was only interested in one, which he quickly opened and double-clicked on its attachment. It contained the ten-year prison record of inmate 477815.


It was a short document, and Jiménez was right – the information it contained was routine and low-key. Paz’s behaviour had been exemplary. Maybe, despite his life sentence, the Black Scorpion had secretly hoped that somewhere down the line his good conduct might catch the eye of the parole board, however unlikely that was. He was about to close the file when something slightly off caught his attention. Under the heading “Communication” there were two sub-columns: “Visits” and “Correspondence”. The second, which related to any incoming or outgoing letters, showed the figure zero. The first showed the number one.


Vargas wasn’t at all surprised by Paz’s lack of communication with the outside world but was curious about the lone visitor. He assumed it must be a lawyer who had perhaps visited the Black Scorpion shortly after he had begun his sentence, but when he saw the date of the visit, he felt a searing pain deep in the pit of his stomach. Why on earth would Paz have had his only prison visit exactly one week before the attack? Moments later, when Vargas saw the name of the visitor – Theodor Paz, he knew the answer.









Chapter 6


Los Angeles, United States


Troy Hembury wasn’t quite sure what to make of the WhatsApp message that had popped up on his cell phone, even after reading it for the third time. The police lieutenant was waiting in line at a McDonald’s drive-through in his Hybrid Lexus having made a quick pit stop on his way home.


I need your help, Troy. We must visit Valledupar Prison. I think the Black Scorpion is out. There’s a red eye from LA that gets you into Cartagena at 7. I’ll meet you off the plane and we can drive the rest of the way. Will explain when we meet. Nic


Hembury clicked on the phone icon to contact Vargas, but the call diverted to voicemail. He figured the chief inspector was probably already mid-air, so didn’t bother to leave a message. His thoughts flashed back ten years to when he and Vargas worked side by side on an extraordinary high-profile case that unravelled across North and South America, starting with a safe-deposit robbery in Buenos Aires and concluding with the exposure of John Franklin, the fraudulent US presidential candidate.


A key figure at the heart of the investigation was a psychopathic killer, Matias Paz, aka the Black Scorpion, who had personally tortured and murdered multiple victims and almost succeeded in taking out Vargas. The fallout from the case had affected Hembury’s life in many ways, the most significant being that he’d scrapped an early retirement and now, here he was, fast approaching his sixty-first birthday and still holding down the challenging role.


Despite his age, the African American lieutenant was in great condition. Remarkably, his black hair showed no sign of grey and his waistband size hadn’t changed since he was thirty, being the fitness addict he was. But, at that precise moment, he felt every one of the sixty odd years of his biological age. Ironically, he’d been planning to contact Vargas to discuss another critical matter but realised now that difficult conversation would have to wait, having been hijacked by these latest events. He paused for a moment, contemplating the potential implications of Paz’s escape. There was only one possible reply he could send.


See you there. Sounds like old times! T


Hembury ditched the burger and headed straight to his West Hollywood apartment. Two hours later, armed with just an overnight bag, he grabbed a taxi to LAX. As the yellow cab pulled up outside the terminal, his phone pinged.


I really hope not! Nic









Chapter 7


Cartagena, Colombia


The nine-hour night flight was uneventful. Hembury spent most of the time online, catching up with news coverage of the sensational prison attack before grabbing a couple of hours’ sleep. Forty minutes after the American Airlines plane touched down, the two detectives were travelling in a hire car on the main road heading east to Valledupar with Vargas at the wheel. It didn’t take long for the Argentine to bring Hembury up to speed, and Troy quickly picked up on the significance of Theodor – Paz had been the CEO of a covert security company named Theodor Consultants, and whoever had come to visit him seven days before the attack had used that name as a trigger sign.


“Apart from the name, what do we know about the visitor?”


“Not a lot, Troy. All we know is he was an impostor – Paz has no brothers or sisters. The man posing as his nephew applied for the visit through a now defunct email address and, of course, his ID was fake. The Colombian police have some decent photos from the meet, but I suspect he was heavily disguised, so I’m not holding my breath. One thing really bugs me, though. Why, when it falls within his discretion to refuse visits, did the warden let this one happen?”


Hembury nodded and glanced across at Vargas. “Great minds, Nic. Why, indeed?”


For the next few minutes they sat in silence, surveying the passing scenery. Then Hembury sought to lift the sombre mood.


“Nic, do you remember the last time we were together in a rental, heading out to El Calafate?”


Vargas broke into a smile and glanced across at his passenger.


“How could I ever forget our meeting with the delightful Eva Braun. It’s burned into every little cell in my brain, and don’t forget I’ve the scars to prove it.”


The two friends laughed and for the rest of the two-hundred-mile journey forgot about Paz and caught up on each other’s lives. The pair had last met ten months earlier in Washington for their annual face-to-face briefing with the deputy director of the FBI. The detectives were part of a small clique of high-ranking government officials, including the president, who were aware of some complex loose ends connected to the Franklin scandal that were still live and constantly monitored under a cloak of secrecy.


It was just after three when the Hertz rental approached the main entrance of what was left of the maximum-security penitentiary. An enormous section of the front elevation had been blown away leaving a smouldering pile of concrete rubble, reminiscent of a Middle Eastern war zone. Vargas brought the car to a halt about twenty yards from what remained of the front gates. He and Hembury stepped out and walked to the front of the black Ford Taurus to take a closer look at the sheer devastation. They were stunned by the appalling sight that faced them. The visual impact of the decimated prison was heightened by the disgusting stench of charred human flesh that hung in the air, forming a pungent cocktail with the smell of burnt diesel.


As the two men continued their approach by foot, they became aware of activity taking place inside what was left of the former exercise yard. Dozens of military soldiers were carefully laying out lines of thick black plastic body bags containing the charred remains of the guards and prisoners. The grotesque tableau also featured the crumpled, twisted and burned-out wreckage of the Black Hawk that had crashed into the south wall of the yard, causing total carnage.


Hembury watched a female soldier pull up the heavy-duty zipper on a body bag just a few feet from them. He turned to Vargas and pointed at the plastic mobile graves.


“Jesus, Nic. I’m praying Paz – or what’s left of him, is inside one of those because if this operation was solely to extricate him, God knows who we’re dealing with.”


Vargas was looking down at his iPhone, reading a text. “Let’s try and find out. The warden’s waiting for us in his office in the admin block. He’s sent a prison officer down to find us.”


* * *


Victor Quintana felt uneasy about his upcoming meeting with the Argentine chief inspector and his American colleague. He’d held the position of warden for almost twenty years – the latter fourteen of which had been at the helm of hell on earth, otherwise known as Valledupar Prison. Quintana was an imposing hulk of a man whose six-foot-five frame, and twenty-one-stone bulk combined to create an intimidating presence. His pockmarked dumpy face housed two small brown eyes and a thin slit for a mouth that gave the unfortunate appearance of a permanent smirk. The few strands of greasy brown hair left on top of his head were combed forward in a feeble attempt to disguise the creeping baldness. As the prison officer opened the door to his office and escorted the two detectives into the room, Quintana felt his armpit sweat seep through his white cotton shirt and settle on the lining of his navy-blue linen jacket.


After a brief handshake Vargas and Hembury dropped into two low black chairs strategically positioned in front of a high black metal desk behind which the obese warden appeared enormous. Vargas kicked off with a conciliatory tone.


“Warden, thank you for seeing us at such short notice. I can’t even begin to imagine what chaos you’re dealing with. Where do you start?”


The warden felt a sense of relief at the supportive comment and replied in his native tongue. “Thank you, chief inspector. I confess I share your concerns. This sort of event is unprecedented and nothing in the prison manual prepares you for it.”


“Warden, Captain Jiménez told me you were able to converse in English, which would be helpful for my colleague, Lieutenant Hembury.”


Quintana’s sweaty forehead creased to a frown while his tiny eyeballs darted around like a crazy pair of pinballs. “Yes, of course. I apologise if my English isn’t perfect. But I will do whatever I can do to be of help. I must admit, I am confused as to why you are both here. Are you involved in drug administration? Is that what the assault was about?”


Hembury joined in for the first time. “No, warden. We’re here because we believe the attack may have been a cover for the escape of one of your inmates. Matias Paz, to be specific. We’ve heard from several eyewitnesses along the coastline that two Hawks flew inland but only one headed out to sea about an hour after the assault. We believe Paz may have been on board.”


Quintana lurched forward, genuinely startled by the suggestion that one of his prisoners had somehow escaped under cover of the attack – especially if the man involved was Paz. He felt nauseous and fought back the impulse to vomit.


“With respect, lieutenant, this sounds more like a James Bond plot than reality.” His half-hearted laugh died a slow death before Vargas spoke.


“Warden, why did you allow Paz his first ever private visit just seven days before the attack took place when in the last five years you haven’t permitted any of the lifers a single visit between them?”


The warden now realised he was under suspicion but tried to stay calm and keep his wits about him. “Chief inspector, unlike most of the scum in here, Paz was a model prisoner. He didn’t give us a single moment of trouble in ten years. All he did every day was work out in his cell for hours at a time – the man was a machine, and if all the lifers behaved like he did, my job would be easy. Unfortunately, they don’t.” He paused for a moment to see if either detective was buying his story, but by their grim faces he guessed they weren’t, so he ploughed on. “When his nephew applied for the visit, I could see no harm in allowing it to happen, which is why I sanctioned it. Right now, I still can’t see any connection between that and what took place two days ago.”


Vargas went in for the kill. “Paz doesn’t have a nephew. The visitor was an impostor, who no doubt informed Paz of the escape plan.” That bombshell was swiftly followed up by an even bigger one. “Warden, I believe you know this information already and that you were paid a great deal of money to allow the visit to take place. As part of my investigation’s remit, I have the power to gain access to your bank accounts. I’m betting they’ll show—”


Quintana didn’t allow Vargas to complete the accusation. “Chief inspector, you can do whatever you like. I have nothing to hide, nothing at all.”


Both detectives spotted the momentary telltale flicker of the man’s eyes.


Although the warden was lying, he was unconcerned at the thought of them digging into his affairs as his twenty-thousand-dollar bribe wasn’t sitting in a bank account – he was wearing it on his wrist. His bravado returned and he stood, towering over his guests.


“I’m happy to make my accounts available to you without the need for a warrant. Now, I suggest you leave my office and take your fantasy ideas with you as I have serious work to get on with.”


Having delivered his final statement, the warden rounded the desk and flew past them at a speed that belied his size. Moments later he exited his office.


Vargas watched him go and glanced back towards Hembury.


“What the hell did you make of that?”


“Nic, that colossus was lying through his yellow teeth. Here’s a question for you – how the hell does a prison warden earning thirty thousand a year afford a gold Rolex Submariner?”
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