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      ‘And the Lord God said unto the serpent, Because thou hast done this, thou art cursed above all cattle, and above every beast of the field;

      upon thy belly shalt thou go, and dust shalt thou eat all the days of thy life.’




      

        Genesis 3:14
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  The Sumerians




  Three thousand years before the birth of Christ, the first real moves towards civilization emerged from southern Mesopotamia, around the lower reaches of the Euphrates and

  Tigris rivers. Because the land was between two rivers – Sumer – the people there were called Sumerians.




  Their ethnic origins have never been explained.




  This race of people made three important contributions towards our advancement – four if you count the establishment of firmly governed communities.




  The first two were these:




  The measurement of time in hours, days and months; and astrology, the study of the stars’ influences, which eventually led to the science of astronomy.




  But the third was most important of all, for the Sumerian high priests discovered a way of making man immortal. Not by eternally binding his spirit to its earthly shell, but by preserving his

  knowledge. These high priests devised the written word, and nothing invented since has had a greater effect on mankind’s progression.




  Yet little is known of these people themselves.




  By 2400 BC they had been swallowed up by surrounding, less enlightened tribes, who absorbed the Sumerian culture and spread it to other lands, other nations.




  So although their achievements survived, the Sumerians’ early history did not. For the kings, the princes, and the high priests destroyed or hid all such records.




  Possibly they had good reason.
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  Morning Dues




  The man was smiling. Halloran was smiling and he shouldn’t have been.




  He should have been scared – bowel-loosening scared. But he didn’t appear to be. He seemed . . . he seemed almost amused. Too calm for a sane man. As if the two Armalites and the

  Webley .38 aimed at his chest were of no concern at all.




  Well, that wisp of a smile on his unshaven face would spirit itself away soon enough. This ‘eejit’s’ reckoning was coming, sure, and it was a terrible unholy one.




  McGuillig waved his revolver towards the van parked in the shadows of trees just off the roadside.




  ‘Your man’s in there.’




  The harshness of his tone made it clear he held scant patience with Halloran’s manner.




  ‘And your money’s here,’ Halloran replied, nudging the bulky leather case on the ground with his foot.




  McGuillig watched him coolly. When he’d spoken on the phone to the operative, he’d detected a trace of Irish in Halloran’s voice, the merest, occasional lilt. But no, he was

  pure Brit now, no doubt at all.




  ‘Then we’ll get to it,’ McGuillig said.




  As he spoke, rays from the early morning sun broke through, shifting some of the greyness from the hillsides. The trees nearby dripped dampness, and the long grass stooped with fresh-fallen

  rain. But the air was already sharp and clear, unlike, as McGuillig would have it, the unclean air of the North. Free air. Uncontaminated by Brits and Prods. A mile away, across the border, the

  land was cancered. The Irishman regarded the weapon he held as the surgeon’s scalpel.




  Just as McGuillig, brigade commander of D Company, Second Battalion of the Provisional IRA, watched him, so Halloran returned his gaze, neither man moving.




  Then Halloran said: ‘Let’s see our client first.’




  A pause before McGuillig nodded to one of his companions, a youth who had killed twice in the name of Free Ireland and who was not yet nineteen. He balanced the butt of the Armalite against his

  hip, barrel threatening the very sky, and strolled to the van. He had to press hard on the handle before the back door would open.




  ‘Give him a hand,’ McGuillig said to the other provo on his left. ‘Don’t worry about these two: they’ll not be moving.’ He thumbed back the Webley’s

  hammer, its click a warning in the still air.




  All the same, this second companion, older and more easily frightened than his leader, kept his rifle pointed at the two Englishmen as he walked over to the van.




  ‘We had to dose up your man,’ McGuillig told Halloran. ‘To keep him quietened, y’understand. He’ll be right as rain by tomorrow.’




  Halloran said nothing.




  The back door was open fully now and a slumped figure could be seen inside. The older provo reluctantly hung his rifle over one shoulder and reached inside the van along with the youth. They

  drew the figure towards themselves, lifting it out.




  ‘Bring him over, lads, lay him on the ground behind me,’ their commander ordered. To Halloran: ‘I’m thinking I’d like to see that money.’




  Halloran nodded. ‘I’d like my client examined.’




  McGuillig’s tone was accommodating. ‘That’s reasonable. Come ahead.’




  With a casual flick of his hand, Halloran beckoned the heavy-set man who was leaning against their rented car twenty yards away. The man unfolded his arms and approached. Not once did Halloran

  take his eyes off the IRA leader.




  The heavy-set man strode past Halloran, then McGuillig. He knelt beside the prone figure, the Irish youth crouching with him.




  He gave no indication, made no gesture.




  ‘The money,’ McGuillig reminded.




  Halloran slowly sank down, both hands reaching for the leather case in front of him. He sprung the two clasps.




  His man looked back at him. No indication, no signal.




  Halloran smiled and McGuillig suddenly realized that it was he, himself, who was in mortal danger. When Halloran quietly said – when he breathed – ‘Jesus, Mary . .

  .’ McGuillig thought he heard that lilt once more.




  Halloran’s hands were inside the case.




  When they re-appeared an instant later, they were holding a snub-nosed sub-machine gun.




  McGuillig hadn’t even begun to squeeze the .38’s trigger before the first bullet from the Heckler and Koch had imploded most of his nose and lodged in the back of his skull. And the

  other provo hadn’t even started to rise before blood was blocking his throat and gushing through the hole torn by the second bullet. And the Irish youth was still crouching with no further

  thoughts as the third bullet sped through his head to burst from his right temple.




  Halloran switched the sub-machine gun to automatic as he rose, sure there were no others lurking among the trees, but ever careful, chancing nothing.




  He allowed five seconds to pass before relaxing. His companion, who had thrown himself to the ground the moment he saw Halloran smile, waited just a little longer.
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  Achilles’ Shield




  The sign for Achilles’ Shield was as discreet as its business: a brass plaque against rough brick mounted inside a doorway, the shiny plate no more than eight by four

  inches, a small right-angled triangle at one end as the company logo. That logo represented the shield that the Greek hero Achilles, if he’d been wiser, would have worn over his heel, his

  body’s only vulnerable part, when riding into battle. The name, with its simple symbol, was the only fanciful thing about the organization.




  Situated east of St Katharine’s Dock, with its opulent yacht basin and hotel, the offices of Achilles’ Shield were in one of the many abandoned wharfside warehouses that had been

  gutted and refurbished in a development which had brought trendy shops, offices and ‘old style’ pubs to lie incongruously beneath the gothic shadow of Tower Bridge. The company plaque

  was difficult to locate. To spot it, you had to know where it was. To know, you had to be invited.




  The two men sitting in the third-floor office – a large, capacious room, because space wasn’t at a premium in these converted warehouses – had been invited. One of them

  had been invited many times over the past six years.




  He was Alexander Buchanan, a suitably sturdy name for an underwriter whose firm, Acorn Buchanan Limited, had a ‘box’ on the floor of Lloyd’s of London and company offices near

  Fenchurch Street. Acorn Buchanan’s speciality was K & R insurance. Kidnap and Ransom.




  The person with him was his client, Henry Quinn-Reece, chief executive and deputy chairman of the Magma Corporation PLC. He looked ill at ease, even though the leather sofa on which he sat was

  designed for maximum comfort. Perhaps he did not enjoy the scrutiny he was under.




  The scrutineers were three, and they were directors of Achilles’ Shield. None of these men did or said anything to relax their prospective client. In fact, that was the last thing they

  wanted: they liked their interviewees to be on edge, and sharper because of it.




  The one behind the large leather-topped desk, who was in charge of the meeting, was Gerald Snaith, Shield’s managing director, officially titled Controller. He was forty-nine years old, a

  former major in the SAS, and had trained soldiers, British and foreign, all over the world. His main service action had been in Oman, his exploits largely unknown to the public because, after all,

  that particular conflict – or more accurately, the British Army’s participation in it – had never been recognized officially. A short man, and stocky, his hair a slow-greying

  ginger, Snaith looked every inch a fighting man which, in truth, he still was.




  In a straight-backed chair to the side of the Controller’s desk sat Charles Mather MBE, a keen-eyed man of sixty-two years (those keen eyes often held a glint of inner amusement, as though

  Mather found it impossible to treat life too seriously all the time, despite the grim nature of the business he was in). Introduced to clients as Shield’s Planner, or sometimes Proposer,

  staff within the organization preferred to call him ‘The Hatcher’. He was tall, thin, and ramrod, but forced to use a cane for walking because of a severe leg wound received in Aden

  during the latter stages of that ‘low intensity’ campaign. A jeep in which he was travelling had been blown off the road by a land mine. Only his fortitude and an already exemplary

  military career had allowed him to return to his beloved army, sporting concealed scars and a rather heroic limp; unfortunately a sniper’s bullet had torn tendons in that same leg many years

  later when he had been GOC and Director of Operations in Ulster, hence the stick and early retirement from the British Army.




  The only non-English name among a very English assemblage was that of Dieter Stuhr, a German-born and at one time member of the Bundeskriminalamt, an organization within the German police

  force responsible to the Federal Government for the monitoring of terrorists and anarchist groups. Stuhr sat alongside Snaith at the desk. Younger than his two colleagues and four years divorced,

  his body was not in the same lean condition: a developing paunch was beginning to put lower shirt buttons under strain, and his hairline had receded well beyond the point of no return. He was an

  earnest, over-anxious man, but supreme at organizing movement, finances, time-tables and weaponry for any given operation, no matter what the difficulties, be they dealing with the authorities in

  other countries (particularly certain police chiefs and high-ranking officials who were not above collusion with kidnappers and terrorists) or arranging ‘minimum risk’ lifestyles for

  fee-paying ‘targets’. Within the company he was known very properly as the Organizer.




  He bore an impressive scar on his face which might well have been a sword-scythed wound, perhaps the symbol of machoism so proudly worn by duelling Heidelberg students before and during Herr

  Hitler’s rapid rise to infamy; but Stuhr was not of that era and the mutilation was nothing so foolishly valiant. It was no more than a deep, curving cut received while falling off his

  bicycle after free-wheeling down a too-steep hill outside his home town of Siegen. A truck driver ahead of him had been naturally cautious about crossing the junction at the bottom of the hill and

  Stuhr, an eleven-year-old schoolboy at the time, had neglected to pull on his brakes until it was too late. The bicycle had gone beneath the truck, while the boy had taken a different route around

  the tailboard’s corner catching his face as he scraped by.




  The scar stretched down from his left temple, and curved into his mouth, a hockey-stick motif that made his smile rise up the side of his head. He tried not to smile too much.




  Gerald Snaith was speaking: ‘You understand that we’d need a complete dossier on your man’s background and current lifestyle?’




  Quinn-Reece nodded. ‘We’ll supply what we can.’




  ‘And we’d have to know exactly how valuable he is to your corporation.’




  ‘He’s indispensable,’ the deputy chairman replied instantly.




  ‘Now that is unusual.’ Charles Mather scratched the inside of one ankle with his walking stick. ‘Invaluable, I can appreciate. But indispensable? I didn’t realize such an

  animal existed in today’s world of commerce.’




  Alexander Buchanan, sitting by his client on the leather sofa, said, ‘The size of the insurance cover will indicate to you just how indispensable our “target” is.’




  ‘Would you care to reveal precisely what the figure is at this stage of the proceedings?’




  The question was put mildly enough, but the underwriter had no doubts that a proper answer was required. He looked directly at Quinn-Reece, who bowed assent.




  ‘Our man is insured for £50 million,’ said Buchanan.




  Dieter Stuhr dropped his pen on the floor. Although equally surprised, Snaith and Mather did not so much as glance at each other.




  After a short pause, Buchanan added unnecessarily, ‘A sizeable amount, I’m sure you’ll agree.’




  ‘I dread to think of the premium involved,’ Mather remarked.




  ‘Naturally it’s proportionate to the sum insured,’ said the underwriter. ‘And I’m afraid the discount on the premium to Magma, even if you accept the assignment,

  will be accordingly low. Ten per cent instead of the normal twenty.’




  ‘I imagine, then,’ said Mather to Quinn-Reece, ‘that we are discussing the safety of your chairman.’




  ‘As a matter of fact, no,’ came the reply. ‘The person to be insured doesn’t actually have a title within the company.’




  ‘We can reasonably assume that he doesn’t serve the tea, though,’ Mather said dryly. ‘I’m sure Mr Buchanan has already informed you that a

  “target’s” name never appears on any document or insurance slip concerning such a policy, even though documents will be lodged in various vaults – we demand total secrecy

  for security reasons, you see – but can you at least tell us your man’s role within the Corporation? We’ll come to his name later, if and when there is an agreement between

  us.’




  Quinn-Reece shifted in his seat, as if even more uncomfortable. ‘I’m afraid I can’t tell you that either, not at this stage. Once a contract is agreed, then Magma will give you

  all the necessary information – on a “need to know” basis, of course.’




  ‘We’re well used to such discretion,’ Snaith assured. ‘In fact, we encourage it. But so long as you understand that nothing – absolutely nothing – must be

  withheld from us should we decide to take on the job.’




  ‘I understand perfectly,’ the deputy chairman replied, nodding his head gravely.




  I wonder if he really does, thought Snaith. That every part of the ‘target’s’ life would be delved into – his wife, family, friends, his habits, recreations. Whether or

  not he has a mistress. Especially that. A mistress (or mistresses) was always a weak link in any operation of this sort, because usually the target himself tried to cover up that particular side of

  his activities, would even endeavour to elude his own protectors for the occasional tryst with his woman. Shield would also have to know how the target was regarded as a man – stubborn, soft,

  fit, unfit, loving, harsh, conformist or otherwise, and so on (intelligence was assumed if he was worth insuring in this way). If married and had children, what kind of husband was he, what kind of

  father? Snaith and his operatives would need to know his precise movements, every hour, every minute of the day and night. Were these movements regularly reported both inside and outside the

  Corporation? Would the media ever be informed in advance? He was already aware of the employee’s value to Magma – an incredible £50 million – but what was the nature and

  value of his function? All these questions, and many more, would have to be answered before Shield could begin to devise a specially tailored security cover. Even then, no such protective system

  could ever be foolproof, not where terrorists were concerned. But one question had to be answered at the outset.




  Snaith leaned forward on his desk, his fingers interlocking, thumbs turning circles around each other. ‘Why now?’ he asked. ‘Why do you feel this member of your corporation

  needs protection at this point in time?’




  ‘Because,’ Quinn-Reece replied blandly, ‘he told us so.’




  This time Snaith and Mather did not refrain from looking at each other.




  ‘Your man has received a warning, a threat?’ asked Mather.




  ‘Not exactly.’




  Dieter Stuhr, who had been jotting down odd notes throughout the proceedings, rested his pen. ‘Is Magma involved in some venture that could put your employee at risk?’




  ‘Not at this moment.’




  ‘It has been in the past?’ Stuhr persisted.




  Buchanan quickly spoke up. ‘Gentlemen, I’m sure you’re all well aware of the Magma Corporation’s undoubted prominence in the commercial world. It has widespread

  international interests in the mining, industrial and energy sectors, with assets of over £6,000 million and an annual turnover of something like £45,000 million. It would take you a

  whole day to study the list of subsidiary companies the Corporation owns.’




  ‘Thank you for the information, Alexander, but what the hell has that to do with what we’re talking about?’ Snaith enquired bluntly.




  ‘Only that you may rest assured that Magma is not involved in any enterprises that might be considered, er . . .’




  ‘Shady?’ Mather obligingly finished for him.




  Stuhr smiled way past his left eyebrow.




  ‘Questionable,’ Buchanan allowed.




  ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to imply . . .’ Stuhr, still smiling, began to say.




  ‘That’s quite all right, I understand,’ said Quinn-Reece. ‘You need to be fully in the picture, as it were. Let me put it this way: the man we are discussing has certain

  . . . abilities . . .’ he stressed the word ‘. . . that companies whose commercial activities are similar to our own might well envy. In that respect, he could always be at risk should

  one of those rival companies, shall we say, become over-envious.’




  ‘They could always pay more than you for his services,’ suggested Mather, becoming somewhat intrigued by their prospective client.




  ‘If,’ Quinn-Reece replied almost slyly, ‘they knew of his existence.’ He smiled at the three men facing him, pleased with their rapt attention. ‘I’m sorry to

  sound so mysterious but, you see, our man has unique skills that would be virtually impossible to match. Not that our competitors would ever have knowledge of them – those skills are kept

  secret even within our own organization.’




  Mather rested his hands over the handle of his cane. He glanced towards the room’s huge window, a gull catching his eye as it swooped by, wings dazzling white in the cold sunshine.

  ‘This sounds, uh, quite interesting,’ he said, returning his gaze to the deputy chairman. ‘Yes . . .’ the word drawn out ‘. . . interesting indeed. Would you care to

  elaborate?’




  Quinn-Reece held up his palms. ‘Again, I’m afraid not. At least, not until you agree to the assignment. I know that puts you in an awkward position, but we have our own security

  requirements. There is also one other matter that might not meet with your satisfaction.’




  Stuhr’s pen was poised once more.




  ‘The man we’re discussing,’ Quinn-Reece went on, ‘already maintains a strong protection unit around him.’




  ‘Ah,’ said Mather.




  ‘Bodyguards?’ enquired Stuhr.




  Quinn-Reece nodded.




  ‘Are they well trained?’ asked Snaith.




  ‘Reasonably so, I believe,’ replied Quinn-Reece.




  ‘Then why does Magma need our services?’




  The deputy chairman looked at Buchanan.




  ‘That’s a priority condition of Acorn Buchanan if we’re to take on the risk,’ said the underwriter. ‘These personal bodyguards may well be proficient, but my

  company would feel more comfortable if Achilles’ Shield were running the show.’




  ‘It’s no problem,’ commented Stuhr. ‘I can work out an effective operation into which they can be absorbed. First though, we would have to ascertain just how good these

  men are, and how trustworthy; and they would have to recognize implicitly our authority over them.’




  ‘Naturally,’ agreed Quinn-Reece. ‘Your company would have complete control.’




  ‘That’s fine then,’ said Snaith. At least, he thought it was fine.




  Buchanan cleared his throat. ‘There is yet another factor, Gerald,’ he said.




  The tone of his voice hinted that Snaith and his colleagues were not going to like this one.




  ‘I’ve already explained to Mr Quinn-Reece and his chairman that it’s Achilles’ Shield’s practice to have at least three operatives in direct contact with the

  target, so ensuring a too-friendly relationship never develops between protector and protected.’




  ‘It’s our way of making certain,’ Snaith told Quinn-Reece, ‘that if our precautions fail and our client is abducted then negotiations between the kidnappers and our man

  won’t be hindered by personal involvement.’




  ‘I can appreciate that,’ the deputy chairman responded.




  ‘Unfortunately,’ Buchanan went on, ‘the Magma Corporation will allow only one of your men to cover the target on a close basis.’




  ‘Good Lord,’ said Mather, while Stuhr muttered under his breath, ‘Verflucht!’




  ‘That’s impossible,’ Snaith quickly asserted.




  ‘Please understand that the condition only applies to internal security,’ said Quinn-Reece anxiously. ‘Whatever outside arrangements you care to make are entirely up to you.

  You see, we’re dealing with a matter of utmost secrecy here – the nature of our man’s role within the Corporation – and the less people who know of it the better as far as

  Magma is concerned.’




  ‘I can assure you of absolute confidentiality,’ Snaith insisted.




  ‘I’ve no doubts on that score. But this person is one of the prime reasons for the Corporation’s success throughout the world. Our secret weapon if you like. We have no wish

  for that secret – nor even the fact that we have a secret – to be exposed beyond key executives within the organization itself. If you are to take on this job, your man must be

  governed by that same secrecy.’




  ‘You mean even we in this room are to be excluded from this knowledge?’ a surprised Stuhr asked.




  ‘That is the case.’




  ‘It’s highly irregular,’ huffed the German.




  Quinn-Reece was no longer ill at ease. He actually enjoyed laying down this last condition, because it reminded him of his position and how strong was his Corporation: imposing Magma terms was

  part of normal business negotiations and home-ground to him. He began to feel less intimidated by these three Shield people, more bullish. Besides, he was a shrewd judge of atmosphere and knew they

  were already hooked. Perhaps the talk of ‘secrecy’ was close to their own clandestine hearts. And obviously, the financial inducement was irresistible, for Achilles’ Shield fees

  would be in direct ratio to the premium paid.




  ‘Irregular,’ he admitted, ‘but as far as the chairman and myself are concerned, fundamental.’




  A silence followed in which the Controller, Planner, and Organizer considered the implications of such a condition.




  ‘For what period of time is the insurance cover?’ Mather finally enquired.




  ‘No more than a few weeks at the most,’ Buchanan promptly answered.




  ‘Reason?’ asked Snaith.




  Buchanan turned to Quinn-Reece, who replied: ‘Our man feels there will be no risk after that.’




  ‘He’s somewhat remarkable,’ said Snaith.




  ‘Yes, that’s quite true. Are you interested in the assignment, gentlemen?’ Quinn-Reece searched each face.




  ‘You’d be making our task very difficult,’ Snaith told him. ‘But yes, it sounds like an interesting job. Finding the right operative might be tricky, though – our

  people are used to working as a team.’




  ‘Oh no,’ said Mather mildly. ‘I don’t think there’s any problem at all in that respect, Gerald. I think we have exactly the right chap, don’t you?’




  Snaith stared blankly at his Planner for a moment. Then understanding dawned in his eyes. He opened his mouth, but before he could speak, the other man nodded his head.




  ‘Yes,’ Mather said. ‘Yes, I think he’d be ideal.’




  A shade reluctantly, Snaith had to agree.
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  Magma




  Halloran stopped for a moment to gaze up at the twenty-four-storey building. Impressive, he thought, and impressive it was, rearing up between staid, grey City blocks like a

  massive glass and bronze sculpture, tinted windows impenetrably black, its metal structure reflecting the morning sun so that multi-faceted surfaces glowed a deep gold. Exterior elevators slid up

  and down the smooth walls, pale faces staring out from the capsules, watching the human patterns moving below. All corners – and there were many – were gracefully curved, the outermost

  buttresses adding a fort-like strength to the architecture, an image abetted by the different levels of the main building, some recessed, others outcropping.




  Magma’s headquarters was not a place to be easily stormed, Halloran mused. Yet for all its stunning grandeur, emphasized by the mostly uninspiring drabness of London’s financial

  sector, there was something . . . something brooding about this edifice. Its surfaces dazzled with a metallic lustre which seemed almost overpowering, too forceful for the surroundings.




  He stood there a while longer, studying the Magma building, oblivious to the office workers scurrying around him, before crossing the road and going inside, to leave the crisp coldness of the

  early-spring air for the sterile coolness of the air-conditioned foyer.




  Mather was already waiting for him, seated in the middle of a row of beige lounge chairs and facing a huge circular reception desk. Men in light blue, epauletted shirts roamed inside the circle,

  banks of television monitors behind them, monochrome offices and corridors displayed on the screens. Other screens were imbedded in square pillars around the vast concourse, these providing a

  variety of information for anyone passing through: foreign exchange rates, the general market report, company news, active shares, leading shares, traded options, USM, new issues index and even BBC

  news headlines.




  The area bustled with life. Escalators carried visitors and staff up to and down from the floor above, while lifts around the glass walls took passengers to the heights. Digital pay-phones were

  mounted on low tables set before the rows of lounge chairs, there for the convenience of waiting businessmen. Lush palms and plants together with kinetic sculptures constructed from the same

  material as the outside walls, strove to de-formalize the concourse, succeeding only in part. Long glass display cases contained examples of rock strata, while others held samples of ore and

  minerals, crystals, even semi-precious stones, all exhibits of the earth’s contribution towards the Magma empire.




  Halloran noticed several informal meetings taking place around the floor, discussions conducted sotto voce, the undertones adding to the complex’s general buzz. Who’d need an

  office with a set-up like this? he wondered. Maybe the roving security guards who were very much in evidence were also there to discourage non-company personnel from such practices.




  A marble-cladded wall, the large rectangular slabs needing no other decoration than their own subtle-hued textures, brought the wide reception area to an end; several doors and a central lift

  system (obviously provided for those whose vertigo somewhat reduced the joy of viewing the City panorama while rising above it) spaced themselves along the wall.




  Mather had spotted him and was rising from his seat, one hand pushing against his cane for support. Halloran went forward to meet him.




  ‘Rather splendid, isn’t it?’ said Mather as they drew near.




  ‘Even better than Changi airport,’ Halloran replied, shaking the Planner’s hand.




  ‘Good to see you, Liam. Sorry about the Irish operation.’




  Halloran nodded, said nothing.




  ‘Let’s check in and get our instructions,’ suggested Mather, turning away and limping towards the circular reception desk. Halloran followed, still taking in the scene around

  him.




  A receptionist watched their approach and, when they reached him, said with no curiosity at all: ‘Can I help you?’




  ‘Mather and Halloran – to see Sir Victor Penlock. Ten o’clock appointment.’




  If the uniformed receptionist was impressed that they were there for a meeting with the Corporation’s chairman he gave no indication.




  ‘Company?’ he enquired.




  ‘I think you’ll find that information isn’t necessary,’ Mather told him.




  The receptionist, a youngish man with spectacles and a distinct lack of charm, sat at his desk and tapped computer keys. Green lines of type reflected in his glasses and soon he appeared

  satisfied, although there was no noticeable change in his demeanour.




  ‘You’ll need ID tags,’ he told them and punched more keys on a machine concealed from view beneath the counter. When his hand appeared once more it was holding two yellow

  strips with Mather and Halloran’s names typed individually in capitals on each. He slipped them into plastic clips and passed them over.




  ‘Attach these to your lapels, please. You need to go up to the eighteenth. You can take the scenic route to twelve, then transfer to an interior lift for the rest of the way. Or if you

  prefer, you can take the interior express straight up to the eighteenth.’ He pointed at the lifts beyond the reception circle.




  ‘I rather fancy the scenic route,’ said Mather brightly. ‘What d’you say, Liam?’




  Halloran smiled as he clipped on his name tag. ‘Fine by me.’




  They crossed the busy floor to one of the capsule elevators, Mather chattering like a child looking forward to a funfair ride. They saw one of the lifts discharging its load and headed towards

  it, Mather quickly pressing the 12 button once they were inside so that they would be alone.




  The older man’s mood became serious, although he peered through the thick glass, looking for familiar landmarks as the lift rose above the streets.




  ‘What went wrong, Liam?’ he asked.




  Halloran, too, watched the shrinking streets, the broadening view. ‘My guess is that our client died at the time of kidnap or soon after. We already knew from his company’s medical

  report he had a weak heart. He’d suffered a minor heart attack two years before.’




  ‘But you didn’t know he was dead before you went in with the money.’




  Halloran shook his head. The Thames was coming into view, its surface silver in the bright sunshine. To the west was St Paul’s, to the east, the Tower of London; other landmarks, grey in

  the distance, were beginning to appear. ‘I had the notion. They would never let me speak to him on the phone, told me I had to take their word for it that he was in good shape. There was

  little choice.’




  ‘Thugs,’ said Mather. ‘Murdering IRA thugs.’




  ‘They consider themselves to be at war.’




  ‘Kidnap and murder? Indiscriminate bombings? A strange war.’




  ‘There’s never been a normal one.’




  The older man glanced at Halloran. ‘I know you too well to imagine you have any truck with the IRA.’




  Halloran watched a dragonfly helicopter inching its way along the river, keeping strictly to its assigned route where an air accident could cause the least damage, heading for the Battersea

  heliport.




  ‘I read your report,’ Mather said to break the silence. ‘Why the Heckler and Koch? An Ingram is more compact, easier to conceal.’




  ‘Our own man had to examine the client – I needed accuracy so that he wouldn’t get hit. And I didn’t know how many I’d be up against, so I had to have the choice of

  switching to automatic. It was a pity for them their victim wasn’t a well man – their organization could have been a lot richer.’




  ‘And a pity his company didn’t call us in earlier as more than just negotiators. He might not have been abducted in the first place under our protection.’ Mather shook his head

  with regret. Then: ‘At least publicity was avoided.’




  Halloran smiled grimly. The last thing Achilles’ Shield wanted was attention from the media, always preferring to remain anonymous, not only in name but in role also. Too many Members of

  Parliament were fighting to introduce a Bill banning K & R organizations such as Shield, condemning them as an inducement to kidnap rather than a deterrent. He had removed their client’s

  corpse from the scene of the shooting, leaving it by the roadside in another county to be discovered by others. Because of that, the two incidents hadn’t been connected – at least, not

  by the public. The authorities on both sides of the border, who had cooperated with Shield before on similar K & R operations, had turned a blind eye (although the Garda naturally hadn’t

  been happy about the killings on their territory).




  ‘Here we are,’ Mather said as the elevator glided to a smooth halt. The doors sighed open and the two men stepped out.




  They found themselves in another reception area, although this was far less impressive than that on ground-level, and much quieter. Through the windows to their right they could see a wide, open

  terrace, white tables and chairs placed all around, the building itself recessed here to provide a spectacular viewing platform over the southern half of London. It was empty of observers at the

  moment, the sun too feeble to take the chill from the breeze at that altitude.




  A few people sat inside, though, waiting in the beige loungers, while Magma staff wandered through, some carrying documents, others collecting the visitors and leading them off to second-stage

  lifts or into corridors branching from the lobby.




  The desk on this level was set into the wall and staffed by only two blue-uniformed men. A girl was standing by the counter talking to one of them. On seeing Mather and Halloran emerge from the

  lift she broke off conversation and hurried over.




  ‘Mr Charles Mather?’ she asked, smiling engagingly.




  The older man raised a hand. ‘And this is Mr Halloran,’ he said, indicating.




  ‘I’m Cora Redmile. Sir Victor sent me down to fetch you.’ She shook hands with both men.




  She was slender, dark-haired, her eyes a muddy brown flecked with green. Mid or late-twenties, Halloran guessed. Her smile was mischievous as she looked at him.




  ‘I hope you enjoyed the journey up,’ she said. ‘Some visitors are quite unsettled by the time they reach the twelfth.’




  Halloran only smiled back, and for a moment, uncertainty flashed in her eyes.




  ‘Absolutely splendid, m’dear,’ Mather answered. ‘Marvellously clear day for spying the landscape. You should make people buy tickets.’




  The girl gave a short laugh. ‘Compliments of Magma. If you come with me I’ll take you to the eighteenth. Mr Quinn-Reece is waiting with Sir Victor.’




  ‘Up to the eyrie. Splendid.’




  Still smiling, the girl turned away and they followed her to the row of interior lifts.




  Inside and on their way, Mather said: ‘You’d be Sir Victor’s personal secretary, I take it.’




  ‘No, not Sir Victor’s,’ she replied, and made no further comment.




  ‘Ah,’ murmured Mather, as if satisfied.




  Halloran leaned back against the wall, feeling the slight headiness of blood pressured by high speed. He caught the girl looking at him and she quickly averted her gaze.




  ‘My goodness,’ said Mather. ‘We’re fairly shifting, aren’t we?’




  ‘I can slow us down if you prefer,’ Cora told him, anxiously reaching for a button on the console.




  ‘Not at all. I’m rather enjoying the experience.’




  She smiled at Mather’s glee, her hand dropping back to her side. Once again, her gaze strayed to Halloran. In his dark tweed jacket, with its leather elbow patches, his check shirt and

  loose-knitted tie, he should have resembled a country squire; only he didn’t. Far from it. And there was something about his eyes . . . He looked like a man who could be cruel. Yet there was

  a quiet gentleness about him too. Cora was puzzled. And interested.




  ‘How many security men does the building have?’




  Halloran’s question took her by surprise. There was a softness to his voice also, the slightest trace of an accent. West Country? No, Irish. With a name like Halloran it had to be.




  ‘Oh, I think Sir Victor has all those details ready for you,’ she answered quickly, realizing she had been lost for a moment.




  He looked at her steadily. ‘You know why we’re here?’




  Now she wasn’t sure if there was an accent at all. ‘Yes. I’ll be assisting you.’




  Mather raised his eyebrows at Halloran.




  A small ping as the elevator came to a halt. The doors drew back like stage curtains to reveal a sumptuous lobby, its thick carpet a deep mauve, hessian walls, the palest green. Ceiling

  lights were recessed so that soft glows puddled the corridors leading off from the open area. Strategically placed lamps and spotlights compensated for the lack of natural light. A wide chrome and

  glass desk faced the elevators and the girl sitting behind it rose as soon as their feet sank into the lush carpet.




  ‘Good morning. Sir Victor is ready to see you. May I arrange some tea or coffee?’




  ‘Tea would be very nice,’ said Mather.




  ‘Any preference?’




  ‘I’ll leave that to you, m’dear, though I’m partial to Earl Grey.’




  ‘Earl Grey it is.’ She raised her eyebrows at Halloran, who said, ‘Coffee, black, no preference.’




  ‘If you’ll follow me,’ said Cora, and led them into the corridor beyond the hi-tech desk.




  There were no doors, but display cases were set into the walls on either side, each depicting the Corporation’s worldwide industrial and mining activities, either photographically or as

  models: a vast borate minerals open-pit mine, Mojave Desert; a hydrofluoric acid plant, UK; a pyrite mine, Spain; gold, silver, and emerald mines, Zimbabwe; open-pit copper, South Africa; oil and

  gas wells, UK and global. And more: tin, uranium, diamonds, coal, low-grade ores, all manner of base and precious metals, some, like molybdenum (a silver-white metal), that the two men had never

  even heard of. Towards the end of the corridor was an encased back-lit map, bright red circles indicating areas of exploration and research around the world; there were a lot of red circles.




  It was something of a relief when they arrived in a wide area flooded by daylight, both men feeling that they had just emerged from an educational passage in a geological museum. If visitors to

  Magma’s chairman were meant to feel over-awed, perhaps even intimidated by the time they reached his office, then the ruse was effective.




  ‘Nothing like flaunting it,’ Mather quietly remarked to Halloran.




  ‘The Magma Corporation is very proud of its many interests,’ said Cora with no hint of reprimand in her tone.




  ‘So it seems.’ Mather smiled sweetly at her.




  Broader corridors stretched left and right, glass-walled rooms with vertical blinds, most of these open, on either side. Sounds buzzed from them: muted conversations, ringing telephones,

  clattering typewriters. But Cora crossed the open space before them, going to a wide double-door which looked so solid that Halloran wondered if she had the strength to push it open.




  It opened with ease. She stood back to allow them through.




  Now they were in an office shared by two secretaries; one could have modelled for Vogue, while the other, with her heavy-framed spectacles and wire-frizzed hair, might have looked well on

  the cover of Science Today. Both were busily involved with word processors; they barely glanced up.




  Another large door directly ahead. Cora went to it, tapped once, entered. A brief announcement, then she turned and beckoned Mather and Halloran through.
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  The Need for Secrecy




  The chairman’s office was high-ceilinged, the wall at the far end mostly tinted glass; it looked disconcertingly easy to step off the edge into open space. The

  chairman’s oak desk was almost as wide as the room and the only traditional piece of furniture present. The rest comprised black leather and chrome, with dark ash units around the walls. The

  chairman himself was as imposing as the rest of the Magma building.




  Sir Victor Penlock was tall and slim, with silver and grey hair in plenty, and no sign of relaxed stomach muscles. He wore a grey, double-breasted suit, the material of which had a subtle sheen.

  His face was sharp, light blue eyes keen. His grip was firm when he greeted them.




  First Mather, then Halloran, shaking their hands, studying their faces. He spent a second longer studying Halloran’s. ‘I understand you haven’t yet met Quinn-Reece,’ he

  said to him.




  The deputy chairman came forward. ‘I’m told you’ll be particularly suited for protection cover of this kind. You prefer working on a one-to-one-basis.’




  ‘We’ll see,’ Halloran replied, disliking the clamminess of Quinn-Reece’s hand.




  ‘I beg your pardon?’




  ‘We’ll see if I’m suited after I’ve spoken to the target. We don’t appear to know much about him.’




  ‘My apologies for that,’ cut in Sir Victor. ‘But there are reasons.’ He indicated chairs. ‘Please, won’t you sit down, then perhaps we can put you fully in

  the picture.’




  The chairman took his place behind the desk and the others found themselves seats around the room. Cora, Halloran noticed, sat in a chair by the wall as though she were an observer of the

  meeting rather than a partaker.




  ‘By the time most new visitors to Magma reach my office,’ Sir Victor began, ‘they’ve become aware of the Corporation’s numerous activities throughout the world, so

  it should be unnecessary for me to give you a detailed lecture on our size and strength. Suffice it to say that we’re recognized as a major force as far as mining, industrial and energy

  interests are concerned. No doubt you’ve taken note of the various companies that form our Group, and the reason they have their own identity is because for the past twenty years we’ve

  practised a decentralized system of management which encourages the profitable development of individual companies inside their own industries and locations. Between them, they either produce,

  process and fabricate most prime metals – anything from aluminium to zinc – as well as manufacture industrial, construction and engineering products and chemicals; or they may supply

  raw materials for energy, principally coal, oil, gas and uranium.’




  He paused. ‘I said I wasn’t going to lecture, didn’t I? No matter – I am leading up to an important point. So, you have an idea of what Magma and its companies are

  all about. We employ over eighty thousand people throughout the world, twenty thousand of those in the UK.’




  There was a light tap on the door and a woman in a pale blue uniform shirt and dark blue skirt brought in a tray of tea and coffee. Sir Victor waited for the beverages to be distributed and the

  door to close again before continuing.




  ‘As a corporation involved in enormous investments both here and abroad, we have two considerable problems. One is that large fluctuations in currency exchange rates give us immense

  difficulty in predicting the economic environment in which long-term investment decisions will come to maturity.’




  Halloran caught Mather’s eyes glazing over and hid his grin behind the coffee cup. Sir Victor’s diction was crisp and clear, yet nothing could prevent the words themselves entering

  the brain as a drone.




  ‘Unfortunately, the lengthy lead times from feasibility study to commercial operation mean that decisions have to be made today concerning the next generation of mining projects. In other

  words, we have to decide now what will be best for Magma in, say, seven to ten years’ time. You’ll appreciate just how difficult that might be.’




  ‘Yes, yes,’ Mather appreciated. ‘I should think you’d need to be a fortune-teller to do that.’




  Mather smiled broadly, but Sir Victor and his second-in-command regarded him soberly.




  ‘You’re nearer the truth than you might imagine,’ said the chairman.




  Mather’s eyebrows arched and he shot a look at Halloran.




  Sir Victor leaned back in his chair and swivelled it sideways, his head turning away from them to examine the view outside. It was an odd gesture, almost as though he was suddenly reluctant to

  face them directly. Yet his manner was uncompromising when he spoke.




  ‘What I’m about to tell you, gentlemen, must not go beyond these walls.’ He turned back to them, his eyes boring into theirs. ‘I must have your solemn promise on

  that.’




  Mather was quick to respond. ‘My company has already given assurances regarding confidentiality.’




  ‘I’m not referring to Achilles’ Shield. I mean Mr Halloran and yourself. This matter cannot even be discussed within your own organization. May I have your word?’




  ‘That would be highly irregular. If our assignment is to be water-tight, we must have every cooperation from—’




  ‘You will have that. In full. But there are certain details which are not essential to your planning that must not become common knowledge . . .’ He held up a hand against

  Mather’s protest ‘. . . even among a select few. In fact, there aren’t many inside the Magma Corporation itself who are privy to this information. I can promise you, though, your

  security arrangements will not be affected to any significant degree.’




  ‘I shall have to confer with my senior colleagues,’ Mather said dubiously.




  ‘Let’s agree.’




  All eyes went to Halloran who had spoken.




  ‘It can’t do any harm.’ He placed his empty coffee cup on a small table by his chair. ‘But there are conditions. If anything illegal is involved here, then we’re

  out. And you must tell us everything – no little details held back. If we don’t like what we hear, Shield withdraws. Simple as that.’




  Quinn-Reece looked set to bluster, but his chairman smiled.




  ‘That sounds reasonable,’ Sir Victor remarked. ‘Thank you for being so direct, Mr Halloran; it saves time. Are you in accordance with this?’ He aimed the question at

  Mather.




  Who smiled too. He was used to Halloran’s bluntness. ‘I suppose I have no objections,’ he answered as if wondering to himself.




  ‘Very well.’ The chairman appeared to relax a little. ‘A moment or two ago you suggested we might need a fortuneteller to predict safe investments for the ongoing profitability

  of the Corporation . . .’




  ‘A mild joke,’ put in Mather. ‘I noticed you didn’t laugh.’




  ‘Nor would we. Would you be surprised if I revealed that despite all the highly sophisticated research methods, our extensive statistics for forward planning, explorations of new

  territories, satellite surveys using microwave, ultraviolet and infra-red radiation, structural analyses, advanced computer calculations – all that, and more – much of our new growth

  depends almost entirely on the special ability of one person?’




  ‘I’d be very surprised,’ Mather replied without hesitation.




  ‘As our competitors would be if they knew. As would the Press, and of course, our shareholders. Yes, I suppose such a revelation would create amusement in some quarters. And great personal

  risk to our man from others.’




  ‘Your rivals? Surely not?’




  ‘When the stakes are so high, with discovery of fresh raw materials diminishing so rapidly, access to new fields proving more and more difficult and expensive, there develops over the

  years a competitively cut-throat situation – and I use that term literally.’




  ‘Is this why you want your man so heavily insured?’ asked Halloran.




  Sir Victor nodded.




  ‘He’s already received threats?’




  ‘Not exactly.’




  Mather interrupted. ‘Look here, can we slow this down for a minute? I’m not clear at all on just what this employee of yours does for Magma. Are you saying he’s some kind of

  exploration wizard? And isn’t it time we were told his name? All this non-identity business is only serving to compound my confusion.’




  Halloran knew the older man’s mind was far too sharp to be fogged by anything said so far; this was merely the Planner’s way of drawing out basic information that so often

  prospective clients were reluctant to convey.




  ‘“Exploration wizard” is not entirely correct, although “wizard” might be appropriate in some respects.’ Sir Victor allowed a small laugh between himself and

  his deputy chairman. Again Halloran found the girl, Cora, watching him closely.




  ‘Gentlemen,’ said Sir Victor, his tone serious once more. ‘It’s time you met your – how is it you refer to them? Target? – yes, it’s time you met your

  target. I think then all will be made clear. At least, I hope that will be the case.’




  With that, he stood and indicated a door leading off from his office. Mather and Halloran rose too, both more than a little curious.
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  The White Room




  He was tired. He’d had to leave Ireland discreetly, travelling south by road to Wexford, hiring a boat to take him from there across to a point just outside Newport,

  Wales, the journey made in the dead of night. The sea had been rough, but that hadn’t bothered Halloran unduly. No, it was disappointment that had dragged his spirits down, exhausted him.




  He hated to lose a man. The negotiations for the release of the kidnap victim had gone on for weeks with Halloran using all the techniques he had learned over the years dealing with terrorists

  such as these: when to play tough, when to appease, when to hedge; when to sound innocently confused. Anything to gain more time and information. The first priority was always to retrieve the

  client unharmed – unharmed as possible, anyway, the capture of his or her abductors a minor consideration. If that wasn’t possible, then it was vital that the kidnappers did not get

  their hands on the ransom money. That would make them too careless with their victims’ lives in future snatches. It would also upset whoever was supplying the money.




  Terrorists, as opposed to the normal criminal (if there was such an animal), were always tricky to deal with, because they were invariably neurotic, unpredictable, and given to bouts of violence

  towards their captives and quite often those negotiating the release. The IRA were different. Oh, they had all those faults, and others not mentioned, but they could be cool and calculating –

  and sometimes more cruel because of it. There was no trust in them, and no trusting in them. They were a conscienceless and dangerous entity.




  Which was why Halloran was so often chosen to deal with them.




  But this current assignment with Magma puzzled him. Not as to why he had been chosen to handle it – he worked best alone, when he didn’t have to rely on others – but

  more specifically, why the Corporation had allowed only one protector working on the inside. For the incredible amount of money for which the target’s life had been insured, he should have

  had a small army around him, even though he had four bodyguards of his own. Could keeping secret his function for Magma be that important? Apparently so.




  They were in yet another lift, the access to which had been in a small ante-chamber next door to the chairman’s office, and were rising towards the twenty-second floor. Quinn-Reece was no

  longer with them, having excused himself to attend another meeting elsewhere.




  ‘Two floor buttons only,’ remarked Mather, looking at the panel set by the doors.




  ‘This is a private lift and only travels between the eighteenth and twenty-second,’ Sir Victor explained. ‘A limited number of employees are allowed to use it.’




  ‘And the twenty-third and fourth?’




  ‘Living quarters and machinery rooms, the latter being at the very top.’




  What price a sky-high penthouse in the heart of the City? Halloran silently mused. And whose penthouse? The chairman’s? Maybe the target’s, if he really was that important to the

  Corporation. There were a lot of questions still hanging in the air.




  The lift walls were a glossy black, the occupants’ reflected figures like shadowy ghosts around them. The overhead light was subdued, and it would have been easy to imagine they were

  travelling below the earth’s surface rather than up towards the clouds.




  Movement stopped, a subtle sensation, and the doors parted. The corridor beyond was as gloomy as the lift’s interior.




  A heavy-set man stood opposite, close to the wall, as if he had been awaiting their arrival. His arms were folded across a broad chest and they dropped to his sides in a token gesture of

  attention when he saw the chairman.




  ‘He’s ready for us?’ asked Sir Victor, stepping from the lift first with no deference to Cora’s gender or courtesy towards his guests.




  The man nodded. ‘He’s waiting.’ Just a hint of civility in his voice, his accent American.




  From his thick-set stature and how uncomfortable he appeared in his business suit, it was easy for Mather and Halloran to surmise that this man was one of the bodyguards. His hair was long,

  incongruously (considering the staid suit) tied into a tail behind. Sullen eyes set in a pudgy face flicked over the visitors. At first, Halloran had thought the man’s cheeks were unusually

  ruddy, but when he moved closer he realized that a patchwork of thin, livid scars emblazoned both sides of his face. Without further words the bodyguard led the way along the corridor, keeping at

  least six feet ahead of the entourage. The walls on either side were bare and dark and Halloran brushed fingers against one side, feeling a coarse material: the covering was black hessian. It was

  unusually cold in that corridor, yet the gloom was beginning to feel stifling.




  A turn to the right, a large double-door facing them. Its surface, like the lift walls, was glossy black, and for one startling moment Halloran had the impression of apparitions approaching

  them. As the bodyguard leaned forward, extending both hands to grip the separate doorhandles, his spectral reflection leaned closer as if to snatch him. Both sides of the double-door were pushed

  open, the bodyguard standing aside to allow the party through. The room was huge and almost blindingly white. ‘Welcome to limbo,’ a voice said.
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  Felix Kline




  The man who had spoken wasn’t what Mather or Halloran expected at all.




  He didn’t look worth £50 million. He didn’t seem like someone whom a multinational, first-league corporation could possibly be dependent upon. He looked nothing like a genius,

  and nothing like a wizard.




  He was something of a disappointment.




  At first their eyes had been stung by the unexpected dazzle, the abrupt contrast between gloom and astonishing brightness. But as they blinked away the irritation, they were gradually able to

  take in their new surroundings. There were no windows, and there was no furniture apart from a low, moderate-sized dais in the centre of the luminously white floor. If there were other exits around

  the room, they could not be discerned against the white walls, at least not until their eyes had become accustomed to the glare. Even the high ceiling was of white light. The whole effect was of

  vast and empty space which served to make the figure sitting on the edge of the dais seem even more insignificant.




  He was wearing jeans and a blue sweatshirt chopped off at the elbows, his legs stretched out before him, ankles crossed, his hands behind him and flat against the small platform’s surface.

  He grinned at the group standing in the doorway.




  ‘The sudden change wipes your mind clean, doesn’t it?’ he said. Then he laughed, a peculiar high-pitched giggle. ‘That’s the idea, y’see. A blank mind, a

  clean slate; a white sheet, waiting to be filled with images. I can make everything black if you prefer?’ He looked at them with eager expectancy.




  ‘Not just now, Felix,’ said Sir Victor quickly. ‘Not if you don’t mind. I want to introduce you to Mr Mather and Mr Halloran from Achilles’ Shield, the company I

  discussed with you.’




  The man addressed as Felix stood and ambled over to them, hands tucked into the back pockets of his jeans. He was well below average height, about five-three, his shoulders slightly rounded so

  that he appeared to stoop. His age could have been anywhere from twenty-five to thirty-five. His curly hair was dark and unkempt, his complexion swarthy, almost yellowish. And his eyes, above a

  hooked nose, were large and pitchy, as deep and shiny as oil pools.




  ‘Let me guess,’ he said, grinning again, and looking over their heads.




  There was something odd about his eyes and Halloran couldn’t quite figure out what.




  He stepped before them, lowered his gaze. ‘You,’ he said, stabbing a finger at Mather. ‘You’re Mather. You’re the Organizer – no, no, the Planner,

  that’s what you’re called, right? Am I right? Course I’m right. Damn right. And you . . .’ He faced Halloran.




  His grin dropped away for an instant.




  The grin was back, but humour was lacking. ‘And you are Halloran,’ he said more slowly, less excitedly. ‘The Muscle. No, no, not just that. A bit more than that. Shit,

  you’re a cold bastard.’




  Halloran returned his stare and realized what was bothering him about the smaller man’s eyes. The pupils were unusually enlarged. With all the dazzling brightness around them, they should

  have been almost pin-points. Smack? Could be. He seemed hyped up.




  ‘This is Felix Kline,’ Sir Victor interposed. ‘The person you’ve been engaged to protect.’




  If Mather was surprised he didn’t show it. ‘I’m very pleased to meet you, Mr Kline.’




  ‘That you are,’ agreed Kline. ‘How about you, Halloran? You pleased to meet me?’




  ‘You might grow on me,’ replied Halloran.




  The girl stepped in quickly. ‘There are lots of arrangements to make, Felix. These gentlemen will have to know your day-to-day movements, your plans in advance, how best their people can

  cover you twenty-four hours a day.’




  ‘People?’ snapped Kline. ‘We agreed only one. Halloran’s it.’




  ‘He’ll need back-up,’ said Mather, beginning to get annoyed with this volatile young man. ‘He can’t keep his eyes on you every minute of the day and night. There

  has to be outside protection.’




  Kline was still watching Halloran. ‘All right. You take care of that, Cora – you know my movements better than I do. Give the details to Mather, he’s the brains. I want to be

  alone with Halloran for a while. If he’s going to be my constant companion we’d better get to know each other a little. What d’you say, Halloran? D’you have a first

  name?’




  ‘Liam.’




  ‘Yeah? I’ll call you Halloran. It’s okay for you to call me Felix.’ He smiled then, and suddenly looked like an innocent. He turned to the chairman of Magma.

  ‘Listen, Victor, I need to see you later about Bougainville.’




  ‘Copper?’ asked Sir Victor.




  ‘Uh huh. Think so. A source we haven’t tapped yet.’




  ‘That’s good news if you’re sure.’




  Kline was irritated. ‘I can’t be sure. You know I can’t be sure!’




  ‘No, I’m sorry, of course not,’ the chairman appeased. ‘We’ll discuss it later. When you’re ready.’




  ‘Okay, okay. Now leave me alone with Halloran. We’ve got things to discuss. You come back when you’re through, Cora.’




  They left, only the bodyguard lingering by the door. Kline snapped his fingers, then pointed, and the heavy-set man followed the others, closing the double-doors behind him.




  ‘Mystified, Halloran?’ said Kline, walking backwards, away from him, towards the low dais at the room’s centre, his white sneakers squeaking against the shiny floor.

  ‘Yeah, I bet you are. How come a little creep like me can tell a big wheel like Sir Victor what or what not to do?’ He hopped onto the platform and stood with legs apart, thin arms

  folded across his chest.




  ‘I’d be interested to find out,’ said Halloran, remaining where he was. His voice sounded hollow in the empty space around them.




  ‘Yeah, and I’d be interested to find out about you. You bother me, Halloran, and I don’t like that.’




  Halloran shrugged. ‘You can always ask for someone else. There are plenty of good operatives at Shield who could take my place. But if I bother you, you might be more prepared to do as I

  say. It’s your life I’ll be protecting, remember.’




  ‘Could I forget?’ He dropped to the floor again and sat on the dais’ edge, elbows on knees, his body hunched. ‘You got questions you want to ask?’




  Halloran walked over and sat next to him. ‘Tell me exactly what you do for Magma. That’ll be useful for beginners.’




  Kline laughed, a quick explosive sound. ‘You mean the old boy hasn’t told you? Probably wanted to lead you into it gently. Okay, Halloran, sit there and listen – you’re

  about to be educated.’




  He was on his feet again, skittishly pacing up and down before his one-man audience.




  ‘I welcomed you to limbo, right? Well, that’s what this room represents. Nothingness. A void. Nothing to distract, nothing at all to interest. Not unless I do this!’




  He darted towards the dais, reached for something behind Halloran. He held the rectangular object in one hand and Halloran saw it was a plain white remote control unit, even the buttons

  colourless and unmarked so that it had been almost invisible against its resting place. Kline aimed the sensor cells and thumbed a button.
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