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Book 1: Access the Weapon







Chapter One
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Rome, Italy – 1989

 

Rome, the centre of power throughout Italy, is a city with views that gives visitors a visual history lesson wherever they travel. The blinding contrast of new and ancient architecture in the same vicinity is enough to take even the most seasoned traveller's breath away.

It was one of those warm days, the kind of day that makes you look forward to the luxury of high summer. The streets of Rome were filled with tourists soaking up the atmosphere of European culture. Pretty girls were wearing pretty dresses, and handsome men were looking into the eyes of their lovers over coffee. It was the perfect day to have lunch and relax.

Jack Grant took the walk from his hotel, hands in pockets, hoping to avoid the worst of the day's heat and the never-ending traffic of tourists and haphazard scooter drivers as he turned onto the Via Del Corso. His target was a little trattoria on the Via Di Sant Eufemia that he frequented for special occasions.

To the casual observer, he looked liked what he was; a retired gentleman of leisure. Late middle-age, well-dressed in a lightweight bespoke blue suit, an open-neck white shirt and sunglasses casually hanging from the breast pocket in case of a solar emergency. His face was tanned, with a haircut that was close to the nub and that disguised the inevitable thinning that comes with age. And while his body, manner and dress gave off an air of relaxation, one at ease with himself and his surroundings, it was the eyes, the ice-blue gunslinger's eyes, that still had intensity and gave a hint of a former life and discipline.

He had time before he had to be at the trattoria, so he did what he always did, indulged his old habits and completed a quick anti-surveillance route; more for errant pickpockets than for a genuine threat from his old life. After all, he was retired. He took his time, strolling through the streets, carefully inspecting the stores and little boutique shops that lined the route to the small side street that housed the Trattoria Villa Venezia.

These days, Jack Grant made a comfortable and safe living. After leaving his old career, he had lived off his savings for a while until he had decided to invest in the stock market. The revenue paid his bills and left him free to do a little work hiring himself out as a property consultant. It was a world away from his previous career and he was absolutely fine with that. He was neither rich nor poor and he had no desire to be either. He owned a little apartment on the Channel Island of Jersey that he stayed at several months of the year; the remainder of his time was spent in London in his other apartment, which he also owned. These days, he very rarely thought of himself as the 'Gorilla'.

Within his once chosen trade, the name of Gorilla Grant and his exploits were now confined to the dusty corners of espionage history. The world had turned and there was a new generation of spies, assassins and secret agents that he was not a part of anymore. His 'Gorilla' cryptonym was now an ancient legend, like Ajax, Hector, Romulus or the ancient knights of Arthurian legend.

It was as he turned the corner to the Piazza that he saw her. She was mid twenties, slim, dressed in a summer dress of blue that allowed her raven hair to fall down and over her shoulders. He noticed several of the men at nearby tables and in the quiet cobbled street taking an appreciative glance in her direction. Even now, these days, she still took his breath away. How beautiful she was! How she had grown into this fantastic young woman he was so proud of!

His girl.

His daughter, Katherine.

Katy.
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“I like what you've done with your hair,” she said teasingly. “Is it a new style?”

Grant rolled his eyes in mock exasperation. “Very funny. Don't you know it's cruel to pick on the middle-aged and make fun of our thinning follicles?”

She giggled. Her dad could always make her laugh. “How was the flight? You seemed to make good time.”

Grant had flown in that morning from London to see his daughter. He had arrived comfortably with hours to spare, allowing him to book into a small, fashionable, boutique hotel on the Via Petroselli. He had the penthouse suite with an expansive outdoor terrace, complete with its own potted lime and olive trees from which he could pick fruit for drinks if he so wished.

“It was easy, relaxed, and comfortable. The most strenuous thing I had to do was choose my scotch.” He winked and continued to study the familiar menu.

The inside of the trattoria was busy so they decided to sit at one of the outside tables and soak up the atmosphere of Rome. A young waiter, who looked no more than eighteen, came over to furnish their outdoor table with the staples of every Italian meal; a selection of breads and a jug of water. He lingered a bit too long for Grant's liking, the young man trying to catch a smile from Katy. Grant cocked a suspicious eyebrow that sent the young man away with a gush of embarrassment. Katy giggled at her father's gruffness.

“Stop it,” she chided. “He's only young, he's just being friendly. Maybe he likes the older woman?”

Grant grunted and decided to let it go, instead returning to the safety of the menu.

“What about you? Anyone new?” asked Katy, sipping at the cool water.

“Me? No. Not for a long time. I'm far too busy for women at the moment,” he said, glancing appreciatively over the wine list.

Katy raised an eye at that one, as if to say 'pull the other one, it's got bells on it'. In fact Grant had several women that he 'dated'. He liked them all, even loved some in his own strange way. But he was happy as he was; a single bachelor having fun in the company of beautiful women. No commitment from either of them, just good fun, good sex and a happy life.

“You need to move on, Dad. Eunice would have wanted you to be happy,” said Katy.

He nodded; he understood that it was a very human emotion. Unfortunately, for him, it just wasn't that easy. Eunice Brown had been the only woman who he had felt committed to. They were best friends, business partners, lovers and soul mates. They had been through fire together, battles that had tested them both individually and as a couple. After being declared persona non grata and been hunted for many years following the 'Caravaggio' debacle, they had finally found a kind of peace. For the first time in his life, Jack Grant had found happiness. They had both decided to retire from the bounty hunter business, instead choosing to operate in adjacent areas of the intelligence fraternity. The odd courier job, a bit of ad hoc surveillance or occasionally watching someone's back in case of trouble; nothing too exhausting and nothing too long term.

Then came the business trip; a mysterious out-of-the-blue contract for Eunice that had shattered that peace. What had actually happened was still a mystery. Details were scarce, but that hadn't stopped Gorilla Grant from trying to find out. He had been met with walls of silence and eventually he had to admit defeat. All he knew was that she had been going to meet a client in Singapore, a private plane had been chartered for her and that she was going to be met at the other end. She had packed and left early to make the appointment, like any other time.

The next thing he heard was the news reports that a private jet had disappeared over the Pacific, and that no wreckage had been found and that there were no survivors. Jack Grant's world had literally come crashing down around him. He had been for many years an angry and bitter man. He had raged – he had even let that rage spill over into his professional life. He had enjoyed killing – something that he had never, ever, done before. He had been infected with a bloodlust.

His saviour was the girl sitting opposite him now. She had moved in with her father and they had re-formed their small and discreet family again. Eventually, the bloodlust had dissipated, ebbed away until the last thing that he ever wanted to do again was pick up a gun or kill; certainly not for money and definitely not for pleasure.

Jack Grant had retired from what he knew and began to rebuild his life again. A fresh start, learn new skills, new business ventures, travel, women… and if not happiness, at least the illusion of it. Yes, his daughter had definitely saved him and he would never be able to truly thank her for that.

“Anyway, never mind me… what about you? Anyone on the scene? What happened to that bloke from America that you were into?” he said, carefully changing the subject.

Katy rolled her eyes. “Oh, Brad… oh, he was such a douche-bag! I learned my lesson with him. I'm seeing a few people, nothing too serious. I'm too young for that. I just want to have a bit of fun.”

That gruff grunt of disapproval came from him again. Nobody likes to think that their daughter acts the same way they did at that age… or even at his age now!

“And work? How's it treating you?” he asked.

“Good. Really good in fact! There is talk of giving me my own department to run!”

“Katy, that's fantastic. I'm so proud of you!” He beamed at her, ever the proud father.

Katherine Grant was a brilliant fashion designer. As a little girl, she had been a wonderful artist and, encouraged by her aunt, would make clothes for her dolls. She would design them, cut out the materials and then, with the help of her aunt, sew them together. A dolly fashion display was the usual ending. This had carried on into her teenage years when she had shown a talent for art and been accepted into working as a trainee in one of the big London fashion houses. She had worked hard and diligently, eventually securing a position over in Italy with an even larger fashion house. The work suited her in all kinds of ways. She was well paid, good at her job and it gave her creative mind a constructive outlet, but best of all she got to travel all over the world. At least once a month she caught up with her father for a day or two. They had lunch, went to the theatre and enjoyed each other's company. It had become their routine when Katy was in London to visit him, or for him to visit her when he was in Rome.

“Let's eat, let's celebrate!” he said. Grant called over Maria, the matriarch of the family trattoria. They ordered a fresh salad of mozzarella and tomato, balanced out with focaccia bread. Grant would have chicken and red peppers for his main, while Katy ordered a seafood risotto. Between them, they ordered a crisp, cold white Pinot Grigio; the perfect drink for a warm, sunny day.

Their conversation was light and teasing as they ate their courses, in the manner of fathers and daughters who enjoy each other's company. They talked of old family, old friends and old lives and what they both wanted for each other's future. These moments were the ones that Jack Grant looked forward to most at this point in his life. Spending time and enjoying the company of your grown-up children was one of the delights of life, he thought. They had plans over the next few days to see the sights and “do the tourist thing”, as Katy put it. Grant didn't mind. He'd been to Rome dozens of times over the years, he knew it well. But seeing it with his daughter always gave it a different perspective.

They finished their meal and Grant said, “Well, thanks for the meal. It's so nice when one's daughter is old enough and financially able enough to foot the bill.”

Katy looked at him in mock horror. “What? You think I'm paying for lunch? Oh no, old man, you pay! I'm your only daughter. It's right that you treat me at every opportunity.”

They both smiled. It was a familiar joke that they both indulged in. “Alright… just this one time,” said Grant. “I'll fetch the bill on the way back. But you owe me a stroll along the Tiber, for old times' sake! But first, a quick call of nature!”

“Well, it happens more and more to the elderly,” she teased.

Grant groaned and made his way inside, asking for the bill from the waiter. He walked down the stairs to the rest rooms, took a left past the kitchens and made his way into the men's room. The urinals were empty and only one of the cubicles was in use. He stood at the urinal furthest away and let nature take its course. Finished, he turned to wash his hands in the sink and that's when it happened.

No subtlety, just an explosion of size and aggression from the cubicle that barely gave him time to react, but react he did, just! Because coming at him, at close quarters, was one mean-looking Italian in a leather jacket, who was wielding one of the sharpest-looking switchblades that Jack Grant had ever seen in his life…
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The 'knifer' made the mistake of going low, aiming for the guts, a thrust that Grant was able to block easily with the meat of his left forearm. While he was blocking, he was able enough and experienced enough to know that a good, forceful right hook to the jaw can end all kinds of altercations. The fist connected solidly with the knifeman's jaw, sending him reeling onto the tiled floor, the kick from Grant's foot finishing him off.

Still got it, old man, he thought, still got it. It was so fast, so quick, everything speeded up. He knew age was working against him. He had a moment to compose himself and then from upstairs, from the trattoria, he could hear gunfire… and screams.

Katy!

He did what he knew; he ran towards the danger.
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He was just in time to see two men, dressed in black, fighting their way through the scattering crowd. They seemed to be heading directly towards Katy, who was cowering under a table. But it was the third man who interested him, the man that seemed to be in charge and was barking the orders. And what he was looking at was a young man; he was blond, muscular, fit, familiar-looking even? The young man's face was partly concealed by a pair of Aviator sunglasses, but what there was visible was a mask of concentration that could barely contain its eagerness. His clothes were uniformly black and baggy, as was the style. Grant had been aware of him for only a few moments, so either this young man was good at staying hidden, or Jack Grant was losing his touch. Maybe a bit of both.

Their eyes locked even through the subterfuge of the sunglasses and Grant turned his head casually towards his daughter and said, in a matter-of-fact undertone, “Katy, when I grab you, I want you to run as fast as you can with me… okay?”

Katy smiled for a moment, unsure. Then she saw Grant's face and realised that her dear old dad wasn't pulling her leg. Her dad was a man with lots of past life experiences and his face was set in that mode that he went into when he was preparing to have to do terrible things. She had seen that look once before when she was a child in Scotland; when a man had broken into their house and dad had been forced to 'deal with' the intruder.

“Dad… what…?” she whispered, the words caught hoarse in her throat.

Grant took his eyes away from her and moved them back to the blond man across the street. A bread delivery wagon had pulled up to the side of where the blond man stood. Grant saw the driver and the blond lock eyes and then the blond nodded. A sign of a mutually agreed upon plan. A kidnap van, perhaps? Was there a team of men in the back ready to snatch him? It was funny how his old skills had never left him.

Grant thought the young man had the look of a soldier about him; and this was confirmed when the blond made an aggressive sweeping motion with one arm and, reaching inside his long black coat, drew out a medium-sized black tube that Jack Grant immediately recognised as an Uzi. It was fitted with a barrel-shaped suppressor to keep the noise down. He saw the man raise the weapon and fire, a sputtering noise coming from the weapon.

The man must have fired too high because the bullets impacted above their heads, shattering the glass of the restaurant window. Grant didn't even pause. He had all the information he needed about what was happening. He grabbed Katy by the arm and shouted, “RUN!” And even as he was pulling and dragging her away from their outside table, through the body of the trattoria and out through the kitchens to the rear exit, Grant could hear the familiar clatter of gunfire and the screams and panic and terror that he knew from a former life. A life that he had thought he had left behind for good.
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They ran, pushing their way through the clutter of the kitchen, ignoring the staff and heading towards the exit. It was chaos behind them, but Jack Grant wasn't looking backwards to see the details. He had Katy tucked in front of him and, in the manner of the bodyguard, he was giving her valuable body cover in case an assassin's bullet should take her. They made it to the rear exit and a hefty kick from Grant sent the door flying open and they exited onto a dirty alleyway that ran parallel to the main street.

“This way,” ordered Grant. “We need to find a car. Now, move!”

He didn't wait for her response; the time for talking was over and the time for forward action was very much here! They pounded up the alleyway, their feet clacking against the cobbles, and just as they reached the corner that led onto the main street, Grant became aware of the impact of rounds hitting the wall above their heads. He turned in a crouch and saw at the other end of the alleyway the blond assassin who seemed to be hunting him, the Uzi clutched in one hand and a fresh magazine in the other. The assassin completed the reload and pointed the Uzi back at his target of Grant and his daughter.

Grant pushed Katy in front of him. “Just keep running,” he roared. Another twenty feet and another corner, but behind him he could still hear the stomping footsteps of their would-be kidnapper or killer. Grant turned the corner first and… there it was, their saviour; a clapped-out and beat-up Fiat Panda.

He looked in through the dusty driver's window. It was a shell, poorly maintained, but he could hot-wire it in seconds. It was all they had and they would have to make it work. Good fortune was on their side as the door opened easily in his hand and, in seconds, they were both in. A quick fumble underneath the steering column, a spark of wires and the engine coughed into life. Grant put his foot to the floor and the car lurched forward at speed, its tyres squealing. Katy screamed and held onto the seat tightly and then… the squeal of brakes as the car halted.

A bread delivery van had blocked their way. Grant stared about him, thinking at lightning speed. Ramming it would only slow them down and would achieve very little. The side door opened and two men in black clothes and masks exited, ready to launch themselves at the Fiat's flimsy doors. A quick glance in his mirror and Grant saw the blond running up the hill behind them; whoever he was, he was fit and powerful, the gun ready in his hands.

Grant threw the car into reverse and aimed it back down the hill, towards an escape route and towards the blond gunman. If he aimed it right, he would probably take him out as well. Two birds with one stone. The engine whined as the speed increased, the steering wheel wobbling in his hand as it became unwieldy. They hit the apex of the narrow entryway and then…

The blond jumped, missing the potential impact of the rear of the car. Grant heard a thunk and, for a brief, happy moment, he thought he had hit him and killed him. It was an illusion. Fingers grasped the side of the window and the blond was half on, half off the roof, but he was still holding on, not letting his quarry disappear. Christ, thought Grant, he's like a bloody super-soldier.

The car continued to reverse at speed, the blond killer hanging on for dear life, but when they reached the natural curve in the road, Grant spun the wheel and the car completed a perfect J-turn. That lost the blond his Uzi, as it clattered away into the street.

And then a face appeared in front of Jack Grant through the prism of the windscreen. The man was half hanging off the roof of the car! For a perfect moment, Jack Grant got to see up close the face of the man who was trying to kill him and his daughter. The sunglasses had been lost in the turmoil of the car reversing and now, instead, he saw a strong, solid face, handsome even. The blond hair, almost white, was streaked with sweat that gave it an almost translucent quality. But it was the eyes that held Jack Grant. For while the face was composed in concentration, it was the eyes that blazed with a barely contained fury. The eyes were the eyes of the zealot.

Grant noticed that the man had on SAP gloves, sand-filled knuckles, and he was starting to punch the windscreen to get to his targets and slow down the car. Grant pressed his foot to the accelerator but it was on the third punch that the glass shattered over them and a hand reached through the hole to grab Grant's jacket. Grant sped up even more. He knew exactly what he was going to do.

“Die Zeit der Abrechnung ist hier, Gorilla Grant!” growled the blond man, his face now contorted in rage, as he spat the words through the aperture in the glass. Their eyes locked for one moment more and then Grant stomped down hard on the brakes of the Fiat. The effect was instantaneous. The blond assassin was thrown like a rag doll into a pile of boxes, bins and garbage; he hit the wall and then lay still, not moving.

Inside the car was a mixture of crying and panting. He looked in the rear view mirror. The kidnap team were heading back to the van in the hope that they could catch them. Grant didn't even wait. He threw the little car into first gear and roared off out of the alleyway and out onto the main road. Unless they had an extensive search team or surveillance group, the little Fiat would be lost in moments in the bustle of a busy Rome day.

“Katy. Katy – are you okay? Have you been hit?” He had one hand on the wheel and one hand on her shoulder, to comfort her. “Katy, sweetheart, talk to me.”

She was crying, she was shaking, she was in shock, but Grant could tell just by looking at her that she hadn't been hit by a stray bullet. He turned his concentration back to the road, dodging the traffic, speeding up and slowing down as and when he had to and trying to put as much distance as he could between them and the attack at the trattoria. There was so much to process, so much confusion. But above all else, the thing that terrified him was the look of the blond assassin and the words that he had spat out, in German, through the windscreen.

“The time of reckoning is here, Gorilla Grant.”
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The Blond stood and dusted himself off. By the time he had focused his eyes, the Fiat was just a plume of smoke in the distance. He smiled to himself and then reached for the compact two-way radio inside his jacket. He turned it on and heard the bleep-bleep tone of the signal. He smiled. The tracker that a member of his team had deftly slipped inside the girl's clutch bag earlier that day on her way to the trattoria would lead him – eventually – to his target.







Chapter Two
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“Who was that?”

“Katy, I don't know,” said Grant, frantically turning the steering wheel.

“What just happened?”

“We were attacked… targeted,” he replied, his eyes flicking from the mirror to the road in rapid succession.

“Why? Is this something to do with your old job for the government?”

“Katy, I don't know!”

“Dad – they tried to kill us!”

“Katy, I know. Just stop for a second and let me think! We're safe for the moment. No one is catching us. Not today.” Grant hoped he was right and he hoped he sounded convincing enough, for Katy's sake.

But her question, the one that dug down deep; was this to do with his old job? The attack was definitely targeted against him; Katy would have just been in the way, a nuisance, collateral damage. It had all the hallmarks of a professional hit; weapons, tactics, resources. This wasn't some random terrorist attack nor was it a case of mistaken identity. They had been hunted through the streets. There was a motive behind it. What it was, he wasn't sure yet. But the fact that the blond assassin had called him by his name – no, worse, by his old work-name – meant that hidden forces were moving against him and he had to find out why. But first, he had to get them both into some kind of protection.

“What are we going to do?” she asked. He could feel his daughter's eyes burning into the side of his face as he drove.

“Well, love, we can't go back to my hotel, or your apartment, come to that. If they knew we'd be at the restaurant, chances are they'd been following one of us for a day or so,” he said.

“You mean following me, don't you?”

Grant shrugged. He was experienced in hostile surveillance so knew the telltale signs, but Katy… maybe not so much, so he chose to remain silent.

“Okay, so they were following me. But why?” she asked.

“I don't know yet, Katy, but I am going to find out,” he replied.

That much was true. He hoped the shoot-out at the trattoria would have alerted the Carabineri and spooked the kidnappers… assassins… whatever they were, causing them to go to ground, thus giving Grant and Katy some time to escape. He hoped so, anyway.

They crossed the Ponte Palatino, across the Tiber, and drove into the Trastevere area of the city. The confused, warren-like backstreets of Trastevere would offer them some kind of protection and Grant reckoned they had about another forty-five minutes' grace before they had to move again.

“So what should we do, Dad?” asked Katy, her eyes glazed over in shock. God, she hated herself for sounding so weak, like a stuck record. Get a grip of yourself, she thought.

He thought for a moment, then the answer came to him; old skills, old habits. “We need to get off the street. Dump the car, go underground. I know a man who can help us, maybe? But I need to make a phone call first…”
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They dumped the Fiat outside a side-street residential block and simply walked away. The little car had saved their lives and outlived its usefulness.

The streets were maze-like, the same as in any city – Marseilles, Paris, Barcelona, Tangiers – and only the locals knew the routes in and out like the back of their hands. Tourists were tolerated, but they did not belong. The heat of the afternoon had thinned the crowds, potentially making it easier to spot any kind of surveillance, but, in all honesty, it was just guesswork. Grant had no real idea who he was up against yet and what the resources of the enemy were. To do that, he would need to rest and think, and to do that he needed to know that Katy was safe and protected.

They found a bar open in Piazza S. Calisto, ignored the outdoor tables and went into the relative safety of the air-conditioned bar area. They were operational-aware; wall to their backs, escape route out the kitchens on their left – steak knives in a tray by the serving hatch. It wasn't perfect but it was the best they had. Grant ordered them two cappuccinos to nurse and then made his way to use the payphone in a little booth by the coat-stand.

He scrabbled in his pocket for loose change, hoping that he hadn't tipped too well that day and still had enough to make a decent length phone call. Then he breathed, calmed his mind and from his inside jacket pocket he took out his small diary that he took with him everywhere, flicking through the pages until he came to several sheets at the back. To the casual observer, it was a jumble of numbers and letters, code of course, but a one-time code that only Jack Grant knew the key to. It contained the phone numbers of all of his trusted contacts all over the world. He just hoped that it was still up-to-date.
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He pushed the coins in and waited. He heard the burr, burr, burr of the connecting line and he waited.

Nothing.

He tried again and again and again. Still nothing. Finally, he returned to the table with his daughter and his cold coffee and he waited. He ordered two more coffees and waited some more.

Then the phone in the bar rang.

He ran. He picked up the receiver and he talked. Fast.
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In some ways, her father was an open book to her. In others, he was a forty-two carat mystery. The forty-two carat thing was one of those times now. She watched him as he stood huddled in the phone booth, his white knuckles gripping the receiver, talking in a hushed tone but with a sense of urgency that made his body rack and his head flinch.

The man that she knew was a contradiction in human form. Absent, loving and caring, cold and also empathetic. For most of her life he had simply not been there and in retrospect that had been no problem. You never missed what you didn't have in the first place. Then he had been there and how wonderful that had been! To have a father, a dad… someone to give her a sense of herself instead of her auntie and uncle, God rest their souls.

But then the violence had come. Killers had come to their house. Her father had done things, terrible things so that she could live. She never saw it, only heard the horror and then very soon her dad had been gone again, working, away, never to return. Oh, there were schools and phone calls and trips away during her teenage years, but in many ways her dad was selfish, tired, over it all. It wasn't until she was in her twenties that they had started to regroup and find each other as a family again.

There were always parts missing, of course. Her dad's sadness, the mystery of her mother, but she learned over time not to delve too deeply. It was just too painful for everyone concerned. But just occasionally, a snippet of time, a memory of the past would claw itself to the surface in a long forgotten memory spike and she would revel in it. Usually it was when Dad felt the most comfortable and safe – no intruders, no interlopers and he would open up with all this information that she didn't understand. Most of it was vague, but welcome nonetheless.

She wiped away a tear and watched him as he came back from the payphone.
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“We leave in five minutes,” he said.

“Where are we going?”

“Somewhere safe. It's better that you don't know.”

“Why? I want to know!”

“Katy, it's for the best. It protects you and it protects them,” he said.

“Protects me? But what about you? Don't you need protecting, too?”

“Stop it!” he growled, gripping her wrist tightly, before seeing the pain and releasing her. The shame was apparent on his face. “I'm sorry. Forgive me. Friends?”

She glared, then scowled, then smiled.

“I have to call back in five minutes,” he said. “So we will have to move fast depending on the information I get.”

“Can you trust them, these people, these friends?”

“Love, I trust them with my life.” And yours too, he thought.

Moments later, he returned to the payphone, dialled and listened, his head nodding as he took in the information. Then he was back at the table, leaving notes for their bill and he led her by the hand out of the bar and on to the street.

“Where?” she asked.

“Keep moving we don't have much time.”

“Dad – where are we going?” she repeated, her feet moving quickly on the cobbled streets.

“We have a meeting with an old friend, he can protect us. It's in thirty minutes in the Pantheon.”







Chapter Three
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They walked out of the back streets and kept on going until they reached the main road along the banks of the river. As a survival instinct, they kept to where it was busy and where there were witnesses in case of another attack. To the casual observer, they looked like father and daughter taking a stroll in the afternoon sun, perhaps on their way home, but underneath that façade Grant was looking for any of the tell-tale signs of surveillance or traps. So far, he could see nothing that alarmed him.

They walked along the Lungotevere della Farnesina until Grant spotted a taxi that he could flag down. Grant gave the driver an address across the river that was five minutes away. When they were dropped off, they got out and walked for a while, then took another taxi and another, until they had completed a decent anti-surveillance detection run.

The final taxi dropped them off at the corner of Via deTorre Argentina and they walked casually down the crooked, narrow streets, avoiding the vendors, until it opened up into a piazza and they were greeted with the sight of the Pantheon.

The Piazza was a square with a magnificent fountain at its centre where the tourists where trying their best to keep cool from its spray. Small boys earned coins from filling water bottles for tourists from a spigot that provided clean, fresh water and around the edge of the square were a host of restaurants and bars. Over to the left, dominating the vicinity, was the Pantheon, its magnificent dome casting a shadow over the residents of the area. Built in 27 BC, it had once been a temple to the Roman gods before becoming a Christian church, but these days it was just another tick on the tourist sightseeing list.

“We're a little early,” said Grant, surveying the area. It was busy, as most tourist spots were in Rome, which could work for and against him in terms of anti-surveillance drills. “Let's order a drink and get the pulse of the place.”

They found a little café directly opposite the fountain and the doors to the Pantheon. A small, grey-haired man came out and they ordered two espressos. Jack Grant sipped at his coffee and from behind the anonymity of his sunglasses he scanned the crowds in front of him.

He studied the people who didn't appear to be doing anything, or at least have a purpose for being there. He appraised third and fourth storey windows in case he could see a hint of a static observation point and, above all else, he watched for a repetition in routine from men, women, families walking by. Had they been past before? Did that woman have a different jacket on from last time? He watched and he waited and he sipped at his drink, but he saw no new faces that had recently tried to have him stabbed and no blond assassins that had tried to riddle him with bullets.

He looked at his watch. Almost 2pm. Time to meet.

“Stay close to me until we are inside,” he said. “Then find a spot where you can see me from across the room and where I can see you. Okay?”

Katy nodded and they moved off towards the wide-open doors of the Pantheon. Once inside, Jack Grant decided that the largest unsupported dome structure in Italy was without a doubt a thing of beauty and technical magnificence and every time he visited he was in awe of it.

Inside the Pantheon there was a mix of the faithful, the tourist trade and, now that he was here, the odd old, retired spy. He whispered for Katy to sit on one of the marble benches at the far end of the structure. “But keep away from the main doors,” he warned. It was harder for her to be seen and even harder for her to be snatched from deep inside the building.

He went and sat at the agreed upon seat at the western end of the dome and he waited. His eyes flicked between his daughter, who sat admiring the architecture and casting a creative eye over the frescos, and the rest of the crowd in here. He took a deep breath and calmed himself. He had done as much as he could for the moment. Now his fate was, temporarily, in other's hands.

He didn't have to wait long. A thin, bony hand rested on his shoulder and he turned and looked into the weather-beaten face of Father Mario Frazzano. The Diavalo Sacerdote – the Devil Priest.
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“You look well, my friend, the years have been kind to you,” said Father Mario. He set himself down next to Grant, his walking cane resting in the crook of his arm.

Grant nodded. “I have managed well, Father. Thank you. And thank you for coming out to meet with me.”

Father Mario waved it away as though it was a non issue. “I rarely get to get out as much these days, so having the opportunity to assist an old friend and colleague – well, I see it as a blessing.”

During the Second World War, a much younger Mario Frazzano had been the scourge of the Germans that had invaded his beloved Italy. Recruited as an agent of the British MI6, Frazzano had organised resistance, conducted assassinations of Nazi officers, and sabotaged supply lines that had made the Germans' heads spin. By day, he was a faithful man of the cloth; by night, he and his war-band slaughtered and killed the invaders. It had earned him the nickname Diavalo Sacerdote and within the wartime offices of MI6 he had become the stuff of legend.

After the war, Father Mario had returned to the priesthood, his duty done to his country and to God, but he still remained a deniable asset of the British Secret Intelligence Service.

Jack Grant and Father Mario had first met in the 1960s when Grant and another SIS operative had been on an undercover mission in Rome. The Devil Priest had provided a safe house for an undercover agent that Gorilla Grant and his SIS partner, Nicole, had been trying to protect. The mission had gone badly, resulting in the death of Nicole at the hands of a rogue assassin. But at least they had saved the agent. It still hurt him to think about the death of Nicole. It was a scar that burned him constantly.

Since that time, and whenever he was in Rome, Jack Grant would always make a pilgrimage to see Father Mario Frazzano and also to lay a small English rose at the spot where Nicole had been murdered. The last time that he had been here was almost eight years ago. So much had happened in that time.

“How can I be of assistance?” asked Father Mario. His voice was hushed in tone, as if he was talking and listening in the confessional.

Grant sighed and looked his old friend in the eye. “The shooting today at the Via Di S. Eufemia, did you hear about it? We were involved. We were targeted. We escaped. That's all I know.”

The old Priest cocked his head and frowned. “You are back in your old profession again? You have not retired?”

Grant shook his head. “No, that is not true. I have not lived that life for many years. I have retired.”

Father Mario nodded sagely. “Then old enemies? They are a curse in our profession. Their memories can go back many, many years.”

“That is what I fear,” said Grant. “But this time my daughter was with me. I think they were trying to take her so as to get to me.”

Father Mario ground the point of his cane into the stone floor. “Then we must get you out of here – pronto! Tell me what you need, my friend.”

“I need a place of sanctuary. We need to get off the street. We are vulnerable. We need a place to hide and time to regroup. We need protection. Maybe then we can piece together what is going on and how to stop it.”

The old assassin smiled a wry smile. “I imagined as much. Do not worry. I have everything in place. You will be in our safe house within the hour.”

Grant reached out and grasped the older man's hand in affection. “Thank you, Father. I don't want to put you in danger, but I had no one else that I could trust.”

“My friend, I am sixty-nine years of age and I have killed much evil in my time. I am not afraid and I do not fear death. Now come, collect your beautiful daughter. I have arranged transport. Let us go quickly.”
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The transport was waiting across the road that led out of the Piazza. It was an old VW Camper van that had two tough-looking bodyguards inside it. Father Mario said that they were Franco and Luca and that they were there for everyone's protection.

Once they had climbed in the back, the VW sped off in the usual Italian manic manner. The blinds were pulled down in the back of the camper van, making it a subdued and stifling environment. No one spoke, the only sound being the revving of engines and the occasional blast of the horn for other vehicles to get out of the way.

Jack Grant looked over at the old priest who sat in repose, his eyes closed and breathing deeply. Then he glanced over at Katy. They locked eyes, he smiled and she returned the response.

Hang in there, kid, he thought. Not much longer now.

The rest of the journey was a series of bumps and turns and of being swung left and right as Luca threw the VW around the roads and out to the edge of the city.

“We thought it best to get you out of the city,” said Father Mario, who had woken up. “It is a place where we can control the environment better, at least for now.”

Ten minutes later, the van slid to a halt and Mario and Luca were out of the vehicle, weapons drawn, but discreetly held low. The doors slid open and the three occupants quickly disembarked, up a flight of stairs and into a two-storey villa. Before he entered into the cool of the reception area, Grant turned around to see Mario and Luca closing and locking the gates to the driveway.

The outside world was held at bay. For now, they were safe.







Chapter Four
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“Mario and Luca are good boys, honourable men. I knew both of their fathers during the war. The boys will keep us safe,” said Father Mario and he showed them to their rooms inside the villa.

The rooms were comfortably furnished, simple but functional. As safe houses went, Jack Grant had stayed in far worse.

“The villa belongs to a friend of mine who has retired back to Sicily; he owes me a service. We can stay here for as long as you need it,” explained the priest. “I will be downstairs. I will stay with you tonight. For now, rest. Come down after you have slept and we will talk some more.”

They had food, a fresh change of clothes and, most of all, security. For now, they were away from the danger of the streets and it gave them time to think through their next move.

“Grazie, Father Mario,” Katy said, touching him gently on the arm.

“Prego, my child. Now sleep, you must be exhausted. I will arrange some food for later. Not only is Luca a master of the Lupara, he is also an excellent cook!”
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Jack Grant retired to his room and lay on the bed. He was exhausted – after all, it had been an unusual and highly stressful afternoon – but sleep was the furthest thing from his mind. The thoughts were coming thick and fast, so much so that he struggled to keep up with them.

He gazed at the last of the day's sun that filtered in through the slatted blinds and tried to calm his mind. He needed to focus and analyse, and to do that he needed to calm himself. So he breathed, slowed down his breathing and focused.

The facts: a targeted attack on his family in Rome. Minimum of a five-man attack team, maybe more. A kidnap, or so it seemed, rather than a direct hit, otherwise there were plenty of opportunities for them both to be dead. The blond – the leader of the team – speaking German to him and knowing his old work-name? And the threat… what had he said? Something about the time of reckoning is here?

That sounded personal rather than professional. God knows, he had taken enough lives in his time, usually on the orders of governments and powerful people, but this… the venom with which the blond assassin had spat at him through the shattered windscreen… Yes, that reeked of a personal grudge. But from whom, and why?

And the blond himself. He was familiar; there was something about the eyes… the way he moved.

He was going around in circles and he could speculate and theorise indefinitely. But to work out exactly what he was up against and if they had a better than average chance of surviving this, he would need better information. And to do that, he needed access to people who were still active in this game, people who knew the operators and the fickle nature of the espionage world. He needed to talk to the people who had once employed both the old priest and himself at one time or another.

He needed to talk to the British Secret Intelligence Service; SIS.
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That night, after they had all dined on a hearty meal of beef stifado, Father Mario had taken Jack Grant aside so that they could talk in the study in private. Katy had been exhausted and had gone straight to bed, while the bodyguards, Mario and Luca, had began their night-time shift of over-watch.

In the study, the old priest had poured then each a glass of grappa and sat opposite Grant in the leather fireside chair. “So, my friend, let us see if we can solve this mystery that you are involved in.”

Grant spoke for half an hour, uninterrupted, pausing every now and again to clarify a point. When he was finished, the priest had only two questions.

“I must ask you again, Jack, have you truly left that life behind? Please, I must know,” asked Father Mario.

Grant nodded. “Father, you have my word. I have not been that way for many years.”

The priest nodded in acceptance. “Very well. I agree with you, this attack sounds personal rather than professional. But for now let us leave that to one side. What is it that you want to do?”

Grant thought for a moment. “I think I need better information. I don't think going to the Carabineri would solve the problem, at least not until we know who is attacking us. For now, I need better information. Do you still have contacts with SIS?”

Father Mario sipped at his grappa and pondered. Finally he spoke, slowly, cautiously. “I still have the occasional dealing with our British friends. One never truly steps off the wheel; perhaps 'just takes a pause from time to time' is a more apt phrase.”

Grant said that he agreed. His life, up until this point in time, had been a constant of being a tool to be used by intelligence services in some way or another.

Father Mario continued. “But yes, I still have contacts with SIS Rome Station. They have a good man in charge at the moment – a man of respect. I think you would like him. He is a friend that we can reach out to. I will arrange for you to meet him.”

“Thank you, Father,” said Grant, relieved and thankful at last for some action.

“And you are sure there is nothing else that you can remember, nothing else that could help clarify what is going on?” said Father Mario.

Grant looked down at his hands. He had a suspicion, a nagging thought in the back of his mind; maybe not even a nagging thought? Maybe it was even a bit of wishful thinking. But it was something that he didn't wish to share with the priest just yet, even if he was a good friend.

But once again, Grant kept on coming back to the blond assassin. There was something so, so familiar about him; the way he moved, the look of him, the aggression in his actions. He had rolled it around in his head and now he could no longer hide what his deepest, darkest fears had been telling him. He struggled with the logic; the how and the why. But deep in his gut, he knew the truth. He knew what he had to do. He wasn't looking forward to it. It had been his greatest fear for almost three decades… something that had been his family's secret. Their curse and his shame and he had kept it hidden from his life and his daughter.

But now, ghosts from the past had risen and were rearing their heads and the first person that he had to share it with was Katy. And that was a conversation that he was definitely not looking forward to. So he did the only thing that he could; he lied to the priest who was his friend.

“Father Mario – I honestly can't think of anything.”
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Katy was sitting in the kitchen at the table; she was wrapped in a blanket to keep herself warm from the chill of the room. Five minutes earlier, she had made them each a cup of coffee; both were ignored and both were going cold.

Jack Grant pushed the door open and sat down on the chair. He took a breath and said, “We need to talk. I don't want you to speak for a moment. I have something that I should have told you a long time ago… something that I thought I'd never have to deal with again. I thought it was the past and that it would remain there. It's about my old life.”

“Your job? For the government? You were an advisor, weren't you? But that was years ago. You retired.”

“I know, I know. I left that life behind a long time ago.”

“So how is this connected? I don't understand.” She looked at him, confused. “Dad, dad… you're scaring me. What is it? Is it connected to what happened?”

“Maybe. I have to tell you about who I was. My past. My job. I think this is all connected. Katy, sometimes these things have their roots in the far past. Sometimes they come back and resurface when you are least expecting them. I think this is one of those times,” he said.

Katy took a breath, absorbed what her father was telling her. Finally, she nodded. “Okay. Tell me what this is about. We can't deal with it if we don't know the facts.”

He agreed. But part of him was still conflicted over the possibility that more information might put her in more danger. However, hiding information from her might have the same effect. It was a wash.

“Okay. These are things I kept hidden from you. I did it to protect you. But now I don't think I have any choice but to tell you the whole story,” he said.

“Dad! Just tell me! Please…”

He stared at her for a moment, deciding whether or not to continue. Really, he didn't have a choice.

“It's a long tale and you will have to hear some difficult things. It starts back in the Fifties, when I was in the Army. It was a different time. The Cold War was just hotting up,” he said.

“Okay…” She sounded unconvinced. This wasn't her dad. He had just been a security advisor to the government. What was he talking about? Then he looked at her in that serious way of his and she knew he wasn't kidding. This was real.

“Here's what I want you to do,” he said. “I have to go out soon. I have to meet with a man from the Embassy, someone who can make things clearer about why we were targeted. Once I've spoken to him I'll come back and tell you everything; the past, the now, the future. Everything.”

“But I don't want you to go! I don't want you to leave me,” she said desperately.

“I'll be back in no time.”

“I don't understand! Why can't we just go to the police? What aren't you telling me?” she insisted.

Too much, he thought. I'm not telling you too much – partly because I don't have all the answers and partly because what I do know would scare you half to death. “It's not that simple,” was all he said, as if that explained anything.

“Then explain it to me, because at the minute all I know is that I'm hiding in my own city, with my father, and we have kidnappers or killers after us. So please… simplify it for me!”

My God – that anger she got from him and that stubbornness she definitely got from her mother. Anyway, how could he explain a lifetime of hiding in the shadows, first as a spy, then as a freelance assassin? He tried a different tack. When she was like this, there was nothing that he could do to dissuade her.

“I can't give you answers that I don't have yet. But I will, I promise, as soon as I've spoken to this contact of Father Mario's. I'll be fine. I move better on my own and you'll be safe here with Father Mario and the boys.” He reached out and held her hand. The contact visibly calmed her and he thought that he had been able to reassure her… at least for now.

“Two hours?” she said.

He nodded. “Two and a half, tops. I promise. Then we talk. Talk about everything.”

“Just come back, Dad… I'm scared,” she said, her voice shaking.

He reached over and they hugged.

“I'll always come back for you. Always.”







Chapter Five
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Jack Grant steered the Maserati sports car into the parking bay outside the Hotel Jadin De Russie on the Via Del Babuino. The two-seater Maserati Ghibli, in racing green, was a car grand in style and class and would have looked out of place anywhere else, attracting all kinds of unwanted attention. But here in Rome it was as standard as a black cab in London. It was another 'perk' of the villa and Father Mario's friend from Sicily.

The drive from the villa was, in many ways, a welcome relief. It allowed him, for a little while, to be free and to be able to think. The power of the car had pleased him and, with the usual anti-surveillance measures in place, it had allowed him to be exhilarated by speed on the quiet roads before he had hit the congestion of the city.

Jason Greensides stood at the main doors of the hotel waiting for him, hand outstretched. He was a small man, dressed in a pink open-necked shirt and designer blazer. He looked like a genuine gentleman of Rome. Blending into his environment was, after all, a part of his job and being Her Majesty's Head of SIS in Rome, one had to try to act like a Roman.

“Jack Grant! Bloody great to see you! I'm sorry it's under rather scummy circumstances,” he murmured as they shook hands.

Grant shook the offered hand and grimaced. “Thank you for this. I wouldn't have gotten you involved but this was serious.”

Greensides smiled and waved away the inconvenience. “Nonsense, I'm here to help in any way that I can. Can I get you a drink? The hotel has a rather nice cocktail bar, the Stravinsky. It's private, exclusive, somewhere that we can talk without being interrupted.”

They walked through the marble reception area, past the outdoor restaurant and left into the Stravinsky. The bar was almost empty; a young couple sat in the corner nursing a pair of G&T's. Grant assumed they were Greensides' people, there in case things got out of hand or in case someone needed following. He ignored them. They sat and ordered drinks from the waiter; vodka and tonic for Greensides, Bourbon on the rocks for Grant.

“I must say it's not often I get to meet with a legend. You do rather have a bit of a reputation. Not just inside SIS, but in the wider intelligence community,” said Greensides, genuinely enthused about meeting an 'old boy' of SIS.

“I hope I live up to the hype,” said Grant glumly.

“I hear only good things, I can assure you. Besides, not many of your kind survive, so you are something of a rarity. But anyway, to business. Now, the question about all this is, were you just in the wrong place at the wrong time, or were you targeted?” said Greensides, pondering the problem.

Grant told the SIS man what he knew. They both came to the same conclusion after a thirty minute debriefing that it was unequivocally a targeted attack.

“Well, the Italian security services are up in arms about this. They aren't sure if it's a Red Brigade resurgence or maybe some Arab groups. They are scrambling around trying to find any links. They did, however, manage to snap a picture of some of the hit-team, pulled it off a CCTV camera – where would be without those, eh? They passed us the images as a matter of course; SIS here works well with Italian Security. I ran it through our files and we got a result… maybe. I mean it's as blurry as hell, and could be anyone, but we have a match, at least according to our files. Okay, you ready for this?”

Grant nodded and so Greensides continued. “I know that you've been out of the game for a while, so I'll slow it down for you. Okay?”

Grant smiled and said he appreciated the courtesy.

“He's known as the Harlequin,” said Greensides. “That's the only codename we have for him, in fact it's the only name we have for him at all. From what we know, he's been active for the past two years and he's certainly risen to prominence fast. He's rumoured to be a specialist, but suspected to have his original training in the GDR, some say a bit of specialist stuff in Russia, probably with Spetznaz.”

“He's worked in all the scummy places where the East German Intelligence Service has an influence; Cuba, Ethiopia, parts of Africa and of course Europe. He's been operational lead on everything from training torturers, to throat-slitting, to organising assassinations. We can link him personally to several defector assassinations and the removal of East German political rivals. Sniper shots, car bombs, even a snapped neck on one of the victims. Then six months ago he went off the radar and we assumed his own side had removed him. Sometimes the SSD do that when one of their big hitters gets too big for his boots. Don't ask me how I know because I can't tell you – we just know. But after the shoot-out the other day, it appears he's back in the game.”

“And after me,” said Grant.

“Indeed.”

“Do we have an age range for this Harlequin?”

Greensides shrugged. “The files estimate twenties to thirties. That's as near as we can narrow it down. Does that fit with the man that you saw?”

Grant thought about that. The age range fitted in with his theory. “Definitely, but isn't that rather young for an SSD agent to have that much operational power?”

Greensides nodded. “It's not unheard of, but it certainly isn't the norm. SSD operations have been in a bit of a flux over the past few years, certainly on the international stage. They have enough problems at home, so their overseas operations have been scaled back considerably.”

“The Stasi has problems at home?”

“Not problems, exactly, but there is a sea-change happening in the wider Iron Curtain countries, brought about by the new chap in Moscow – Gorbachev. Reform is the new buzz word and a lot of activities have been cancelled, trying to look respectable for the international community, I suppose. Ha – bloody good luck with that! The one exception seems to be this Harlequin; he's still active and whoever he is, he certainly has powerful friends in the GDR and Stasi that are protecting him. Another?”

“What?”

“Drink?” said Greensides, pointing at the empty glasses.

“Oh. Yes, please,” said Grant. His mind was whirring – everything was leading back to Germany; specifically, the SSD – East German Intelligence. He could feel that unnerving fear rising in him. That thing that he thought would never happen… well, guess what, Jack lad? It seems to be starting to come true!

Greensides returned with the drinks.

“Thank you for all of this. It's made it clearer. I appreciate it,” said Grant, as he downed his drink in one.

Greensides smiled. “Please don't think that SIS is being completely altruistic for this assistance. As a former officer of our service, we would rather like to think that any information that you come across would be shared with us – a sort of free flow of information? Friends and all that…”

Grant smiled back. “Despite the fact that SIS tried to have me taken out about ten years ago during that Caravaggio business? That kind of friendship? Is that what you mean?”

Greensides raised his hands in mock surrender. “Oh, my dear boy, a little lovers' spat. It was nothing personal and anyway, that's all in the past, water under the bridge!”

Grant shrugged and accepted the reality of it. “I suppose, in the circumstances, it's the least that I could do.”

“Excellent. All we ask is that you don't wreak too much havoc in your little investigation and embarrass Her Majesty's Government. Aside from that, you have our totally deniable blessing,” said Greensides smoothly.

“I'll try not to,” said Grant. Both men sat for a moment, musing over their exchange of information.

“What will you do next?” asked Greensides.

“Get my daughter out of the country. I can't protect her here. I need her somewhere more secure that I can control.”

“And then?”

Grant remained non-committal. “I have a few leads to chase up. Now that I know I'm dealing with a Stasi trained 'mechanic', that has sort of narrowed the field.”

“Well, good luck. Don't forget to keep us in the loop regarding information.”

Grant nodded. “I will.”

“What about protection? You need anything? I can give you the names of a couple of Europe-based weapons suppliers on our books,” said Greensides.

Jack Grant shook his head. “Thanks, but I'll be fine.”

“What about getting back to your safe house and then on a flight? I can rustle up a couple of lads from the Station. Got a former SAS chap as our security liaison officer.”

“Thanks again. But I have a bit of insurance. I'm covered.” Grant raised his right trouser leg an inch. Greensides looked down and spotted a bespoke leather ankle holster. He could just make out a glint of steel before the material was dropped down again.

“A .38 revolver. Not perfect, but it will do for now. In the old days we would call it our Berlin reload,” said Grant.

“Berlin reload? Don't know the term, I'm afraid,” said Greensides.

“A back-up gun, to get us out of a doomsday scenario when the shit hit the fan.”

“Did you have to use it much, in the bad old days?”

“Mr Greensides, more than you can imagine.”
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The drive back was uneventful and gave him time to go over the information that the SIS man had given him. The pieces were starting to fall into place and he didn't like it. What he suspected was now here and happening, and at some point over the next few hours he would have to share it with the one person he had tried to protect from it all for decades; his daughter.

How do you do that? How do you explain to your child that everything that she knew was a lie? Everything that she believed about herself and her family was a falsehood? The truth was going to go off like a hand grenade. He had resigned himself and knew that all he could do was share his story, be there for her to pick up the pieces and be the best father that he could to love and protect her.

By the time he drove into the private road that led to the safe house, it was almost dark. The heat of the day was gone and the coolness of the evening would soon be with them. For the first time in days, and even with the knowledge that he would have to share devastating news with Katy, he felt a sense of relief. He had some control back and he had some say in the direction that this thing was going.

As soon as the headlights from the Maserati illuminated the iron gates to the villa, he knew something was wrong. The gates were open. The boys weren't in attendance and the villa was in darkness. His heart was racing. He stopped the car, killed the engine and doused the lights. And then he sat and waited and watched.

It took all of his mental strength not to rush in there. But he had to think tactically; he was alone, going into a potential kill zone. So he waited one more moment, had a plan of action in his head, then he drew the .38 revolver from his ankle holster and got out of the car.

He took his time moving in the shadows, up the steps, until he reached the front door. It opened with a gentle push and he stepped into the darkness of the reception area. Silence. Everything looked normal – furniture, curtains, everything the same. But then, as his eyes adjusted to the darkness he became aware of a shape over by the kitchen door. Cautiously, he went over, the .38 leading the way, ready for action. He reached down and turned the shape over; Mario, a bullet hole in the centre of his forehead. Dead.

Grant moved away and did a quick sweep of the kitchen. It was clear. Nothing.

He did a full 180 degrees and made his way to the staircase. He saw the clawed hand first and then, as he ascended the last few steps, he found the dead body of the other bodyguard, Luca. He, too, had been shot. 9mm by the looks of it.

After that, he didn't care. He ran to the room Katy had been using, kicking open the door and going in strong, the revolver up and ready. He knew who the dead body on the bed was. A knife was sticking out of the chest. It was the priest, Father Mario Frazzano. His throat had been slit and the knife impaled in his heart. The once white sheets of the bed were now black with blood.

Jack Grant spotted something clutched in the dead priest's hands and moved closer. An envelope. He carefully removed it and opened it, pulling out a single sheet of white paper. There was writing on it, written in pen.

 

GORILLA GRANT

WE HAVE YOUR DAUGHTER. FOR NOW, SHE IS SAFE.

GO BACK HOME TO LONDON AND READY YOURSELF. WE WILL CONTACT YOU.

 

And at the bottom of the paper was a small drawing, a sketch really, of something that looked like a basic acoustic guitar. But Grant knew that it wasn't a guitar, it was a lute.

And the lute, in European history, was the instrument of choice of the Harlequin.
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