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Аннотация
A research lab on the outskirts of Cambridge, England is under attack. The target? A synthetic biological weapon that's been harvested inside the bodies of ten clinical trial patients. One of those patients, Jack Hartman, runs for his life as the others are brutally butchered and left for dead. Inside of him is the one remaining device, a cell-based supercomputer that could kill him, or might just save his life.
Flung into a world of international arms dealing, high-tech security companies, and government corruption, Jack begins an epic battle for survival that takes him from the war-torn jungles of the Congo to the backstreets of Paris. On his trail is a rogue MI6 officer intent on silencing him for good, and his estranged father, a troubled former SAS officer once known as the Reaper.
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There was a pain in his stomach. A whirling sickness, the sort he used to get on the Waltzer at the fairground. Jack blinked, blinded by an unbearable brightness. Where was he? His ears adjusted more quickly than his eyes. A dull electronic blip, monotonous, steady as a dripping tap. He raised his arm, watching as the blurred shape took on the form of his hand, like a diver emerging from deep under water. A plastic clip attached to his index finger, wires connected to a stack of clinical-looking machinery. He twisted his neck. A ghoulish green line darted across the screen with each blip. A heart monitor.
The whirling sickness took flight, a thousand panicked butterflies beating against the lining of his stomach. What the hell was he doing in hospital? He rubbed his chin, feeling the growth of beard. Two weeks, maybe three for it to get that long. He heaved himself onto his elbows, and felt resistance from the wires and tubes that stuck uncomfortably into him. Five beds opposite held comatose figures. Three more to his right. One to his left. Think Jack, think.
A fight. He frowned. Out on the grass in front of King�s College. He�d been outnumbered, three guys from the rugby team in a heavyweight ambush.
The memory came back piecemeal. The sudden blow to the back of his neck, a coward�s punch that sent him sprawling forwards. He�d landed painfully on his right arm but spun instinctively, avoiding the heavy kick aimed at his ribs. On his feet again it was an even match. There might be three of them but he was a big guy and he�d been in a lot more fights growing up on army bases than they ever had at their posh private schools. Two quick punches at neck height and his heel in their kneecaps. He�d left them doubled over and dumbfounded. They wouldn�t be playing rugby for a while.
No, it can�t have been that. He�d walked away with a couple of bruises and sore knuckles, nothing more. But the reason for the attack? Jack couldn�t think. His throat felt like sandpaper. Surely it wasn�t too much to expect a glass of water. Nurse, nurse, his voice a rasping whisper. No one responded. Footsteps echoed along a distant corridor. Where was the cord to pull, the button to press? He felt around beside the bed. Nothing. What kind of a ward was this? Ten patients and not a sodding nurse in sight.
Jack collapsed back down, closed his eyes. The five beds opposite stayed with him. A mental image on his retina. Five white beds dealt like five cards. Five card poker, Texas Hold �em. The high stakes game played once a month in the vaults of the College Chapel. He�d gambled and he�d lost against the rich boys. If he couldn�t work out how they�d cheated then he had a duty to pay, served him right. But he was broke�Was that the reason for the beating? Was that why they�d set the rugger buggers on him? Too bad for them he knew how to fight.
Enough of this, he muttered under his breath, detaching the various wires and tubes from his body. I need a piss. He eased himself off the bed, feeling the cold linoleum under his feet. The corridor was quiet. Eerily so. No activity, no doctors walking up and down. Not even any signs reminding you to wash your hands, pointing you in the direction of the toilet.
He tried the door opposite. A store cupboard. He was about to try another when he heard a car screech to a halt outside. Must be an emergency. He paused, listening for other noises, an announcement over the tannoy, a call for help. None came. A man in a white coat suddenly appeared at the far end of the corridor.
�Hey, Doctor, wait!� Jack rasped, relieved to see another conscious person. The relief was short-lived. The man either didn�t hear or didn�t care. He was gone in a flash, down the stairs. Doors slammed below. Glass smashed. Startled voices and the sound of things breaking, being overturned. Jack was unnerved but he stayed put, listening. The noises were getting closer, the chaos of footsteps heading his way.
He stepped into the cupboard, pulling the door closed behind him but leaving a crack to keep watch. He was acting on instinct now. Afraid but drawn to the thing that threatened him, wanting to see the danger. To stare it down and understand it. A trait he�d inherited from his father.
Two men stopped outside the ward. One of them wore a grey suit and glasses. He looked studious, reminded Jack of his Computer Science Professor. The other was swarthy, built like a boxer with heavy shoulders and a sinewy neck. He had a square chin that looked like it would win a fight with a brick. The man in grey reached into a briefcase and pulled out a lab coat. He put it on and they entered the ward. Jack couldn�t see what was happening, but he could follow the shadows on the floor. Liquid shapes that pooled and reformed each time they moved. A quiet tear, the swift crack of bone, a brief grunt of physical effort, then the dull thud of a silenced weapon. The same process repeated nine times. Methodical, clinical, unhurried. They reappeared, the man in the lab coat wiping his stained hands and carefully folding a bundle of blood-soaked material into his brief case. He wasn�t careful enough, a pinkish shape fell to the floor with a soft splat, like soggy tissue paper. Jack stared, the sickness in his stomach momentarily forgotten.
On the black and white tiles, no more than five centimetres in length, the head almost as large as the body, the limbs extending in unformed stumps, was a tiny foetus. It twitched every few seconds, a dark heart beating beneath the translucent, veiny skin. Inside its head a miniscule circuit, a green L.E.D that flashed intermittently. If it was human, it was only human in part. The man in the suit scooped it up and put it into his briefcase.
Jack pulled the door shut, stepping backwards, clutching his sides, almost tripping over a bucket and mop. His breaths came thick and fast, his heart ready to explode. He reached out for the wall to steady himself but missed, falling onto a pile of grey blankets. Dust clouded the air. He pulled at the blankets, an attempt to hide under the covers, a childlike reflex. What the hell�is that thing inside of me?
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Sir Clive Mortimer looked out over the Thames, his large feet resting on his Chippendale desk. The river flowed past the MI6 building, carrying with it innumerable secrets, the crimes of history. He loved the view; it was one of the best things about the office. He insisted they give it to him when he was promoted from Grey Ops to Cyber-Crime, the new division set up to deal with web-based terrorism. The fear of a large scale co-ordinated attack on military computers, power station IT systems and government databases was beginning to spook even the spooks.
Claiming the office as his own had meant putting a few noses out of joint, but that was always the way in the Service. His former boss had said it was harder keeping on top of the internal politics than it was dealing with the threats from outside. Sir Clive didn�t agree, but then disagreeing with people was one of the things he did best. The intercom on his desk buzzed.
�Sir Clive, we have a Code red, they need you in the ops room now.�
�Thanks Charlotte,� he said. It annoyed him she didn�t knock on the door and deliver messages in person. What was the point in having a nice pair of legs if you didn�t let your boss get a look once in a while? He nodded at her as he walked past. She didn�t look up.
The ops room was at the centre of the building, designed to be impregnable. The walls were over a metre thick, built from reinforced concrete. It had its own air supply, a computer system complex enough to organise and run a small scale war and a wall of screens relaying continuous satellite feeds from around the world. The days of underfunding from central government were long gone. As soon as Al Qaeda slammed two planes into the Twin Towers the Security Services could write their own cheques. They made the most of it. It was just a shame no one had ordered comfier chairs, Sir Clive thought, shifting his large bulk awkwardly in the leather and chrome seat at the head of the table.
He nodded at the faces gathered before him: Dr.James Calder, head of their technology research program, and his senior computer scientist, Mary Dalkeith. They worked from the lab in the basement, and hardly ever saw daylight. They were so focused Sir Clive doubted whether they even noticed.
Next to them were his two most senior covert operations managers, good men; men he�d known for years and knew could be trusted. Blake Edwards, a former field operative with extensive experience running grey ops in Africa and the Middle East, and Ed Garner, an army Captain who, like Sir Clive, had began his career in the SAS. It was a good team, the right balance of brains and tactical skill for a division like Cyber-Crime. Sir Clive turned to Dr.Calder.
�Well James, you called this meeting, I suggest you let us know why.� Dr.Calder cleared his throat and took a nervous sip of water.
�Yes, quite, thank you Sir Clive.� He glanced quickly at Mary. �At a quarter to three this afternoon I received an e-mail from one of the scientists at a facility we�re using outside Cambridge. A research lab. They�re testing�� he paused, looking round the room, uncertain how much detail he could divulge to those present. �They�re testing a new type of device. An adaptive computer program that uses organic matter. Synthetic biology, in essence.� Sir Clive looked at him sharply, his signal not to go into any more detail.
�All the message said was �under attack�.� Dr.Calder continued, �Nothing more I�m afraid. We patched into their security system,� his fingers tapped quickly at his keyboard. �This is what we saw.�
The screens at the far end of the room went blank, then grainy black and white. There were nine different views running at the same time, showing the wards, the car park, various corridors and the entrance to the lab. They watched the events that unfolded in the unreal, jerky motion of time lapse CCTV. A white van pulling up outside. Four men in black getting out, weapons held high, ready to use. It was peculiar watching without sound. The men just pointed their guns and figures fell, walls shook, windows collapsed in waterfalls of glass. Once they�d cleared the way another man walked briskly through the building, smartly dressed, briefcase at his side.
�Who�s that?� Sir Clive asked, his eyes were focussed on the screen. �Isolate his face and run it through the system.� James tapped away, the rest of them continued watching the screens. The silent carnage that unfolded.
�Professionals,� Sir Clive said, watching the grey figure working methodically and efficiently, opening up each body, taking what he needed. His voice a curious mixture of disgust and respect. Mary looked even paler than she usually did, if that was possible.
�Where�s the video footage hosted, can we reach in to the server and delete it?� He asked.
�No problem,� Mary replied. Her fingers poised over her keyboard �I can do that from here, but I�ll save it to our system first.� Sir Clive managed to pull his eyes away from the screen.
�Ed, I want a two man team down there,� he said. �Explosives experts. Quick as you can. Use the helicopter. Go yourself if no one�s available. The last thing we need is police crawling all over the lab. I want it to burn so fiercely there�s no record of who was there or what was going on. Make it look like a chemical fire. Once the scene is cleared we�ll track the bastards down.� Ed was on his feet and ready to go.
�Wait,� Sir Clive said, his hand aloft, his focus fixed on the screens. The team that ransacked the building had gone, the corridors and wards were still, but something had caught his attention.
�Rewind.� He said, pointing at the furthest screen. Dr.Calder obeyed. �There, did you see it?� Sir Clive turned to the others round the table.
�Again Dr.Calder, again. The shadow by the door, far end of the corridor. Watch it disappear.� They watched the screen. The dark line around the door, almost imperceptible, there one minute, gone the next. �Someone�s in there. Someone�s hiding,� Sir Clive said.
�Fast forward,� he barked. The screen flicked forward, five minutes, ten minutes, twenty minutes. The corridor remained empty. At thirty minutes they saw him, a male figure cautiously opening the door. Tall, athletic in build. He lurched forward, clutched his stomach, vomited. Then ran down the corridor with unexpected and exceptional speed.
�Rewind. Rewind! Where the hell did this guy come from?� They scanned the images. �Stop,� Sir Clive pointed at the view of the ward, the figure slowly pulling himself up, dragging himself out of bed.
�Shit. One the guinea pigs appears to have gone walk-about.� He turned to Ed Garner, still standing by the door, waiting his order to move out. �Once you�ve blown the place to pieces you�re going to have to find that man. Preferably before the bastards that carried out the raid.�
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Jack headed towards the light, blinking, disbelieving. He didn�t know what he�d find outside the door. He didn�t care. The unreality of the situation was too much for him. He just wanted to get out. The floor of his ward was covered in pools of dark liquid, the bodies opened, cruelly exposed. His stomach reacted violently. He ran, his most primal instinct, no idea where he was going, along corridors and down stairs, almost tripping over the fallen scientist who�d tried to get away.
He made it to reception. Two more bodies. A woman slumped over her desk and a deliveryman in the wrong place at the wrong time. He blocked the doorway, the automatic glass doors opening and closing against his chest. Jack stepped over him, the unreality of it all a waking nightmare. He was outside now, standing in the cold, the winter wind tugging at his loose hospital gown, dead leaves blowing across the car park. He realised he was naked underneath. The coldness was welcome. It cut through the daze, helped clear the shock that fogged his brain.
Should he get to a phone, call the police? Something inside him fought the impulse. Get away, you have to get away. Trust no one but yourself. He needed answers, not the endless questions he�d get from the local coppers.
There was a range of expensive cars parked in front of the building. Mercedes, Jaguars, BMWs. He�d never get them started. An old Nissan Sunny was parked shamefully behind the hazardous waste bins. Perfect, he thought to himself, bunching his gown around his fist and smashing it through the rear window.
He unlocked the front door and climbed in, pulling at the wires beneath the steering column, smiling as the connection was made and the engine coughed to life. The advantage of a misspent youth, some things you didn�t forget. And in this situation any connection with the past felt good. He revved the engine hard, crunching through the gears and accelerating out of the car park. As he swerved onto the main road he saw a sign, pale blue text on a white background. �Marcon Pharmaceuticals. Research and testing.� One thing was clear, he hadn�t been at a hospital.
He reached for the radio, wanting to hear something from the real world, something ordinary. It was starting to get dark, the drive time DJs were playing classic rock hits. Queen, Thin Lizzy. Normally he wouldn�t be caught dead listening to dinosaur rock but tonight it made sense, the steady beat, the power chords, solid head-banging simplicity that kept his brain the right side of hysterical.
He passed a sign for Cambridge. He must be on one of the A-roads that circled the city. 20 miles it said. He had no idea what he was going to do when he got there. He couldn�t turn up at College in a stolen car, half naked, with a full-on Robinson Crusoe beard. The head porter looked down his nose at him already, he�d take considerable delight in refusing to let him in.
There was only one thing for it, Amanda�s house on Jesus Lane. Amanda was a junior doctor. Close to completing her final year of clinical. They�d been seeing each other on and off for a few weeks before he disappeared. She wasn�t his usual type. She was independent, frighteningly bright and not afraid of speaking her mind. She was also an uninhibited, sensual lover and the switch from one personality to the other thrilled him.
Things had been going well, at least they�d gone well during the three dates and two nights they�d spent together. But that was before he�d disappeared. That was before he decided to turn up on her doorstep wearing nothing but a beard and a less-than-modest hospital gown.
He parked the Nissan as close to the house as he could. It was dark now. Half past five on a winter�s evening and the street was almost deserted. He could feel his stomach rumbling. How long since he�d had solid food? Who knew? He leant his weight against the buzzer and waited. Footsteps padded down the stairs and a muffled voice said be there in a sec. Jack started to shiver.
�What the hell?� Amanda�s housemate opened the door. Her voice was shrill, her face a picture of disgust. She tried to shut the door but Jack shoved his knee in the way. He grimaced as the door hit.
�Tara it�s me, Jack, Jack Hartman. Amanda�s friend. Is she around?� His voice still sounded strange to him. An old man�s voice, wheezy and pained.
Tara squinted, unwilling to open the door, but her body language relaxed a little, she seemed to recognise him through the beard.
�Jack? Oh yes, I remember,� she pouted and tilted her head to one side, �aren�t you the guy who hasn�t called for three weeks?� she said sarcastically. Jack was too weak for explanations. �Can I just see Amanda please?� he said again.
�Afraid not. She�s working at the hospital tonight. It�s her turn to stitch up the drunken idiots that stumble into casualty on a Friday night. Talking of which, what the hell are you wearing?� She looked him up and down. �This better not be some stupid stunt you and your drinking society buddies are pulling,� she cast a glance warily up and down the street, half expecting to catch sight of a bunch of similarly dressed pissed-up students. Jack took advantage of her shift in posture to push past her into the hallway. The shivering was getting out of control. He pressed himself against a radiator. Tara looked at him more closely, taking in the shaking, the hunted look in his eyes. She finally seemed to realise this wasn�t part of some stupid prank.
�What�s going on Jack? Are you ok?� She asked. Questions, questions. Jack really wasn�t in the mood.
�I�m fine, just need a lie down,� he replied hoarsely. He started to pull himself up the stairs, towards Amanda�s bedroom, but he only made it half way, his energy all gone, his strength used up. He fell forwards, passing out on the third step. The hospital gown fell open, exposing him from the waist down. Tara shook her head and went to fetch a blanket. She covered him with it, casting an appraising eye over his naked lower half as she did so. Jack Hartman might be a nut job but she could see one very distinct advantage to going out with him.
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Sir Clive drummed his fingers impatiently on the desk. Dr.Calder was having trouble establishing a video link with Ed and the helicopter crew.
�Come on James, they�ll be there in 20 minutes. I want an image feed.� They�d managed to get a chopper scrambled and an explosives expert on board within the hour, but Sir Clive hated not knowing what was going on. If he was taking responsibility for a situation he wanted full control. See it as it happened, give instructions. The screens flickered. Indistinct grey shapes moving against a black background, Ed�s voice just audible above the static and thunder of the blades.
�On our way, Sir Clive. ETA is 6.30.�
�Switch to night vision Ed, we can�t see a damn thing,� Sir Clive said into the control desk mic. A view of the cockpit in garish green filled the screens.
�You know the drill. In quickly, a ten point phosphorous charge. All I want left is cinders.�
�Roger Sir Clive. We�re prepped and ready to go.�
�Excellent, we�ll keep a visual but I�m closing down comms till you land. Mary�s got some info on the man who got away.�
Mary Dalkeith handed Sir Clive a dull brown paper folder and took a seat at the table.
�These are the volunteers?� He asked. Mary nodded.
�Based on the visual we got from their security cams I�ve highlighted the most likely candidate. Patient �C�. Looks the right height and build.� Sir Clive scanned quickly over the details; his ability to analyse and memorise lists was a legend in the Service.
�I still don�t understand why he woke up. I thought they would have pumped enough sedatives into him to keep an elephant down,� he said, eyes fixed on the page.
�People react differently, they metabolise at different rates. Depends on your size and level of fitness.� Dr.Calder replied. �An exceptional athlete might need a much higher dose, he looks quite fit in the CCTV footage.� Sir Clive grunted his dissatisfaction.
�What the hell is this?� he said, his finger jabbing at the patient�s background details. �He�s a Cambridge undergraduate? A King�s Scholar?� He threw the paper down angrily. His fist banging the table.
�Did I not make myself clear in the brief? Did I not state explicitly that I wanted a bunch of no-hopers, junkies, losers and hobos for this trial? Invisible citizens. People no one misses. What were you thinking James? What the hell were you thinking?� Dr. Calder took a deep breath and swallowed.
�We passed that brief on to the lab,� he said quickly, his voice strained. �It was their responsibility to select the participants. We thought we�d made our views pretty clear.� Sir Clive ran a hand through his bristling white hair. He kept it cropped close to head. Impossible to manage at any other length.
�It is never, ever, someone else�s responsibility in this business,� he said, stabbing his finger at Dr. Calder. �You should know that James, you�ve been here long enough. Check, double check, then check again. Every tiny detail. Shit.� He said, breathing deeply, bringing himself under control.
It wasn�t just the fact that the patient would be missed that annoyed him. He was pissed off that they�d used a Cambridge student. The country was in a bad enough state as it was without risking the brightest minds of the next generation. He pushed the file away, clenching and unclenching his fists.
�What was the incubation period for the device?� He asked, his mind back on the practicalities of the task at hand.
�Three weeks inside the body, then it can survive outside the host. We don�t know what its lifespan will be once it�s been extracted. Could be a matter of days, could be months.� Dr. Calder replied. He knew Sir Clive�s rages, although fierce while they burned, blew over quickly. He didn�t labour a point. Didn�t need to, if his staff made the same mistake twice they were out on their ear.
In the helicopter over Marcon Pharmaceuticals Ed Garner made a final check of the equipment. Remote detonators, heavy charges, and a hell of a lot of explosive. It was a simple task. A lot easier than usual. There were no hostiles to deal with for a start. Just a case of getting in and out as quickly as possible, ensuring there were no mistakes. The explosives expert the Service had provided him with looked pretty competent. A surly Scot named Gavin McCallister, who�d said about three words since they took off. Ed preferred it that way. The man�s track record spoke volumes. Both Gulf Wars, insurgencies in the Sudan and Tchad. He�d certainly been around.
Ed tapped the pilot on the shoulder and signalled to Gavin that it was time. He clipped his belt to the guy line and tightened the wrist straps on his gloves. Down in one, he thought, leaning backwards into the chill night air, letting the rope take his weight. The helicopter reeled with the shift in weight, the downdraft from the blades flattening his hair across his forehead. Ed slid to the ground and detached himself from the cable. He flashed his torch twice, the signal to send down the gear. It made a high-pitched whizzing sound, landing with a thump. Gavin followed, touching down light as a feather. An expert. They waved the helicopter away, shifting the gear onto their backs, carrying out a quick scan of the building. In the torchlight, the fallen bodies cast ghoulish shadows on the walls, momentarily brought to jittery life by the flickering beam. Gavin didn�t flinch; Ed suspected he�d seen a lot worse. They set the charges as instructed, enough phosphorous to create a hell of a firework display, then ran across one of the surrounding fields and took up position in a ditch. Ed handed the remote detonators to Gavin.
�Nice work, you can do the honours,� he said. In the darkness he thought he detected a ghost of a smile on the Scotsman�s face. Gavin flicked up the plastic cover and pressed the red switch. There was that moment of doubt, that millisecond that lasts forever when you think it isn�t going to blow, and then the sky lit up in a blaze of bright white light, fierce yellow flames that split the night. The explosive crash that followed. It must have been a hell of a sight for the motorists driving along nearby roads.
�Nice work Ed,� said Sir Clive�s voice in his earpiece. Sometimes Ed longed for the days when they didn�t have continual commentary in their ears from senior officers. It made him feel like a bloody TV presenter.
�Thanks. We�re moving out. Fifteen mile run to the nearest town. We�ll get changed there and be on the next train to debrief.� He replied.
�Hang on Ed, Mary has an ID for you, the guy who ran away. Possible location too.� Ed heard a shuffle and crackle as Mary moved towards the mic.
�Hello Ed, his name�s Jack Hartman, a student at King�s College. We need you to get there as quick as you can. But we want absolute discretion on this. Low profile observation, put your civvies on.� Sir Clive�s voice interrupted her, �let me know as soon as you get an eyeball on him but don�t for the love of God move in. I�m not about to cause a shit storm in my old University.�
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Dr.Ahmed Seladin scrubbed at his fingernails. Blood was a stubborn stain to shift. The trick was not to let it dry. Five years studying at the Facult� de M�decinein Rabat, another ten years specialising in cardio-vascular surgery, then one stupid mistake and he was reduced to this. Carrying out gruesome work of a dubious scientific and moral nature for the highest bidder.
He checked himself in the mirror, his hair greying at the temples, thinning on the top. His brown eyes once filled with life and humour, now dull and indistinct.
It was the eyes that had got him into trouble, the eyes that had seduced the 17-year-old patient. Padma Rabhi, beautiful and skittish as an unbroken horse. She shivered at his touch, came to life in his embrace, gave herself wholly and generously to him. For a while he had even fooled himself he was in love with her, harboured thoughts of abandoning his childless wife. But then the father had found out, a prominent businessman with political connections. His revenge was swift and brutal.
It was only Ahmed�s skill as a surgeon that had saved his life, enabled him to stitch himself up, stop the bleeding from the fierce cuts inflicted. But he couldn�t save the life of Padma, taken away God knows where and slaughtered for the perceived shame she had brought on her family. And his career was finished. Her father made sure no hospital would ever offer him work again.
The only paths open to him now were the less conventional ones. The operations carried out illegally, plastic surgery in back street clinics, abortions for the mistresses of high-ranking government officials. That was how he�d come to be offered this job. His name had been whispered from one cheating husband to the next. An approach had been made. The money was good. Enough to buy him out of Casablanca, a new identity, maybe even set up a practice far away. South America, the Dominican Republic.
He looked at himself in the mirror. His eyes now the same dull brown as the mud walls of the house he�d grown up in. A reminder of how far he�d come, and how far he�d fallen.
One of the mercenaries barged through the door without knocking, slapping him on the shoulder. �Come on Ahmed, you�re taking longer to get ready than a whore on parade day,� he said, unzipping his trousers and pissing carelessly over the toilet seat.
Ahmed ignored him and filled the basin full of ice-cold water. A common soldier talking to him like that. He plunged his face into the basin, opening his eyes, holding his breath. He savoured the sensation he�d known as a child, the dizzying cold of the mountain streams he bathed in when the scorching sun got too much. Two days on the move, two days without sleep. And now this meeting with the man who�d commissioned the whole grisly expedition.
The solider stepped closer to him and placed an unwashed hand on his shoulder. �Come on Ahmed,� he said quietly, �they are waiting,� Ahmed sensed the power through the grip, the insistence in his eyes.
He flattened down his hair as best he could and straightened his tie, following the soldier into the main room. The briefcase sat on the coffee table. He didn�t want to think about what it contained. He had no idea what they were, the tiny things, living but not in any form he recognised. Their workings were clearly visible, the interdependence of human tissue and cell-based technology, he just had no idea what their purpose was.
�Dr. Seladin, so pleased to meet you,� an urbane Chinaman, no more than five foot high and almost as wide at the waist as he was tall, stepped forward to greet him. Ahmed wasn�t sure what he had been expecting but it wasn�t this. The man was light on his feet, his bulk swaying from side to side like a spinning top, his greeting heavily garlanded in a French accent. The reference to Ahmed�s title, although clearly an appeal to his vanity, did not go unappreciated.
�The pleasure is all mine, Mr�,� he had no idea what to call the man. Arrangements had been conducted through a string of third parties. A range of fixers, assistants, brokers.
The Chinaman raised a forefinger to his lips and frowned. �Monsieur Blanc,� he said at last, �yes, I think that will do for the moment,� a knowing smile taking root, but his eyes untouched by it, emotionless and black. �I have ordered some refreshments,� he said gesturing towards a tray of cakes and a pot of tea.
�I know it is a little late in the day but I can never resist ordering an afternoon tea when I visit London. This hotel is particularly proficient at preparing it,� he continued, the smile still in place, forced and unpleasant.
Ahmed nodded. He could feel his stomach rumbling but a plate of pastries piled high with cream and custard was the last thing he wanted to eat.
�I trust the operations you had to perform ran smoothly, no damage to the extracted items?� Monsieur Blanc asked, carefully selecting a millefeuille then pouring tea through a strainer. Ahmed thought about the one he dropped. He had held it close to his ear, checked the tiny heart was still beating.
�No problems at all, I am pleased to say,� he replied.
�Excellent. Of course we never expected a surgeon of your calibre to encounter any serious difficulties. That is the case that contains them?� Monsieur Blanc pointed a chubby finger at the briefcase on the coffee table. Ahmed nodded. Two men appeared and took the case to the bedroom. Ahmed watched them through the open door as they removed the contents.
�I�m afraid they may be a few moments. They have to check everything is in order.� Monsieur Blanc said, sipping his tea. �Do you plan to remain long in London, take in the sights? It is such a diverting city, don�t you think? One can find something to satisfy even the most unusual of appetites,� he said.
Ahmed rubbed his eyes. He couldn�t tell if that was an allusion to his past, his affair with Padma or just innocent conversation. It wouldn�t surprise him if Monsieur Blanc had compiled a dossier on him, knew every detail of his former life. He seemed like a very precise man, very careful. Ahmed didn�t care either way. He was counting the minutes till he caught his flight home, money safely transferred to the account he had set up in the Cayman Islands.
�No plans to sightsee, Monsieur Blanc, perhaps another time.� He said, reaching forward and helping himself to a couple of cakes, realising he might not have another opportunity to eat for a while. One of the men returned from the bedroom, leant in close and whispered something in Monsieur Blanc�s ear.
Ahmed didn�t get to eat the cake, he watched in astonishment as it spun from his plate, kicked by a heavy boot across the room. Before he knew what was happening his forearms were pressed against the arms of the chair, two men with a vice like grip holding him down. Rough hands round his neck, the choking twist of material and the sound of laughter from behind him. The voice of the mercenary.
Monsieur Blanc rose to his feet, delicately wiping his hands on a serviette, taking his time, observing Ahmed�s bulging eyes, the sweat that had broken out on his forehead. He moved behind him, sighing deeply. Amidst his panic Ahmed detected a peculiar scent, rose water. A distinctive and unsettling fragrance.
�Dr. Seladin, I am known for many things, but patience is not one of them. I will ask you once why you did not deliver all ten devices. You will have ten seconds to give a satisfactory answer, after which my friend here will tighten the belt around your neck until you wish you had given me a satisfactory answer. Do you understand?�
Ahmed tried to respond but the words got tangled in his throat. Monsieur Blanc checked his watch. �I make that six seconds now, Dr. Seladin.� He frantically tried to recall the afternoon�s events. The order of things. He�d deliberately blocked it from his mind, a form of self-hypnosis, shut it all out. The belt squeezed against his larynx, a bitter taste in his throat, like he�d swallowed a bar of soap.
�Ok, alright,� he gargled. The grip relaxed. He counted the patients in his head. It was only then that he saw it, the empty bed. Invisible to him at the time, he hadn�t thought anything of it. Everything had happened so fast. This was hardly his usual line of work.
�Nine patients� he tried to say, �only nine patients.�
�Nine patients or nine beds?� Monsieur Blanc replied, quick as a flash. Ahmed pictured the ward, the prostrate figures, innocent in death, sleeping silently as the bullet split their foreheads.
�Patients,� he said at last, �nine patients,� how could he be so stupid? The words dragged from inside of him. �So there was an empty bed?� Monsieur Blanc said. Ahmed nodded, unable to muster the strength for further explanations. The grip on his neck relaxed. Monsieur Blanc stepped away.
�Dr. Seladin, you put me in an awkward position. Very awkward.� He said, pacing up and down.
�Let me tell you what I am prepared to do,� he wagged a finger in Ahmed�s direction. �My team will run some checks, pull whatever information we can from the lab�s remote servers. You will wait here. When we have a name you will go with my team and you will finish the job you were paid to do. Is that clear?� He stepped towards Ahmed, his round face up close, filling his vision.
�I said is that clear?� Monsieur Blanc hissed, the words carried on a blast of rotten breath. Ahmed flinched, the putrid smell, mingled with the scent of rose water, like petals spread over open graves. The same smell you found on animals� breath, a wolf, a jackal, something that feasted on raw meat.
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�Jack, Jack can you hear me?� Jack looked up, a stiffness in his side. Concerned green eyes the colour of sand through a clear blue sea focused on him with a hushed intensity. Her hand supported the back of his head, a gentle, but firm hold. Amanda had never seemed more beautiful, one or two strands of blond hair had escaped her ponytail, a complex arrangement she managed to fix in place in a moment with a pencil. They tickled his neck. He smiled weakly.
�Sorry Amanda,� he whispered, �should�ve called,� she was feeling his pulse, looking intently at him. Didn�t respond. Professional mode.
�I�m going to have to call an ambulance Jack, we need to get you examined.� He gripped her arm. The memory of the ward, the hospital beds flooding back.
�No, no Amanda. I�m alright. Just need a rest, some food. Maybe some clothes too?� he said, attempting the smile again. Amanda shook her head. She wasn�t smiling, was she just checking him over out of professional duty? Her hand felt around underneath the blanket, pulled at something, his gown. He raised his eyebrows, starting to feel better already.
�This isn�t standard hospital issue, at least not at any of the hospitals round here that I�ve worked in.� She said in an official tone, looking at the seam. �Marcon Pharmaceuticals.� Still in professional mode, pulling away from him.
�Hang on, I know that name. Isn�t it a private research lab near Huntingdon?� She frowned, �Jack, tell me you didn�t put yourself forward for drug testing?� She said, exasperation in her voice. Eyes disapproving. He shrugged, before he could say anything she added �of all the stupid, stupid things. You can�t seriously have been that desperate for money?�
Jack closed his eyes, his mind on the poker game, the money he�d lost. At last, the reason why he�d been in the ward. A two-week clinical trial to raise the money to settle the debt. How else was he supposed to get four grand in a hurry? On balance probably not the cleverest thing he�d ever done.
�Come on,� Amanda said, shaking her head, helping him to his feet. �Let�s get you some breakfast. Then we�ll try and find you some clothes. If you�re good,� she added, a hint of a smile on her lips.
As Amanda fried up bacon and eggs Jack wondered how much to tell her. The immediacy of her presence, her touch on his skin, had stepped in front of the terror, blocking it momentarily from view. He knew he had to tell someone what he�d seen, but the more time he spent in her presence the more unreal it seemed, the more he worried she would think him insane, certifiable.
�So what did they do to you at this place, any idea?� Amanda asked, pouring out a glass of orange juice and handing it to him. �Aside from making you wear that ridiculous gown. You�ll know you�ll have to forfeit the money if you run out on the trial half way through.
She looked at Jack closely. The hunted look in his eyes. It shocked her. She�d only known him as supremely confident, possibly a little too sure of himself, but she liked that. She needed a personality strong enough to stand up to her, physical strength to match. And the confidence seemed to be well-founded, top of the year group in Computer Science, Blues footballer, captain of the University boxing team. A trophy bloke used to getting his way with women, but the laddishness he displayed on occasion was tempered by an unusually perceptive intelligence.
�You ok?� She asked, passing him a plate. He nodded quickly, a little too quickly for it to be convincing. The hunted look not entirely banished.
�Fine, just starving. The bacon smells delicious.� Amanda turned on the small TV on the work surface. The dull drone of the newsreader mixed with the sizzling bacon.
�Fire fighters are still attempting to bring a blaze at a research facility outside Cambridge under control. Police say an investigation will begin as soon as the building has been made safe to establish the cause, which appears to be the explosion of a chemical storage unit. It is thought there were a number of research staff in the building at the time of the incident, but the precise number of victims isn�t yet known.�
The shot cut from the presenter to a wide angle view of the scene, flames still dancing over the rubble, unwilling to give up their hold on the cracked and charred concrete. The sign �Marcon Pharmaceuticals� sooted by smoke, letters peeling off in the heat.
Amanda nearly dropped the plates.
�Marcon Pharmaceuticals. Jack, Jack did you see that?� He wasn�t listening, his eyes fixed on the screen. He reached out for her, hands shaking. �Listen, just promise me you�ll listen, no matter how crazy this sounds. I�m about to tell you something and you sure as hell aren�t going to believe it,� he said.
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Ed Garner sat in the Copper Kettle caf� opposite King�s College watching the students come and go. A cold, bright day. He checked his watch, half eight. Must be on their way to morning lectures, scarves trailing behind them, billowing coats, shadows long and untidy.
He�d sent Gavin MacCallister back to his regiment. A first rate soldier, but he stuck out a mile in this civilian context. It was the way he carried himself, dominating his surroundings, eyes constantly assessing the horizon, fists planted defensively on his hips. Might as well be wearing a regimental coat and bearskin. No, Ed was better off on his own for this one.
He stirred his tea and chewed away at a pastry. The tea had the unpleasant tannin tang of an unwashed pot. The pastry was stale. Some things didn�t change, Ed thought ruefully, thinking back to his own university days 20 years ago. His tie was dark blue, not the light blue of Cambridge, but the carefree student life wasn�t for him. He�d found himself frustrated by academic work, itching to get out there and make his mark on the world. He�d put all his energy into rowing and rugby. Latin and Greek had fallen by the wayside.
Still, he was confident enough in this environment to slip in and out of the Colleges unchallenged by overzealous porters. You just had to look like you belonged, and he could certainly pull that off. He�d even popped into Ryder and Amies to pick up a stuffy tweed jacket. A pair of green cords and brown brogues set off the image nicely. All he needed was a second-hand copy of Ulysses peering over the top of his jacket pocket and the academic uniform was complete.
Sir Clive had sent a picture of Jack to Ed�s phone. It was taken before the drug trial began. They�d provided a series of mock-ups. With beard, without, shaved head. Ed had a good idea of the face he was looking for. He�d vary his locations later in the day. Try the College bar, the porter�s lodge. For now, though, he was content to watch the street outside Jack�s College, looking for anything out of the ordinary.
Amidst the students he spotted something. Blond hair, moving in the opposite direction to everyone else. Hurrying when others were walking, pushing impatiently through a group of Japanese tourists. He had no reason to suspect her, no reason to follow her, but something about her wasn�t quite right. Heading into College when others were heading out, the expression on her rather pleasant face a little too intent, a little too distracted. It might be nothing, but then again it might be something, Ed thought. And in this business it paid to trust your instincts. He looked again at the photo of Jack. Pulled out his phone.
�Sir Clive, Ed here. Do we know if our boy has a girlfriend?� The blond head approaching King�s College. A brief pause, Sir Clive�s voice barking an order at someone in the background.
�Mary�s doing a quick search, social networking sites, message boards. Quite a few pics. Looks like he�s popular with the ladies.�
�I�m after a blonde, tall, thin. Think Lana Turner.�
Aren�t we all? Sir Clive said under his breath. �We�re sending through some photos now.�
�Thanks,� Ed said, stepping away from his table, leaving the half-eaten pastry to sweat it out in the sun streaming through the window. The girl was heading through the gateway of the College, he didn�t have long. She might disappear into any of the buildings in First Court and he would be none the wiser.
He made his way across the cobbled street, through the imposing sandstone gateway, past the students milling about, self-consciously puffing away on hand rolled cigarettes. A quick check on the photos filling up the screen. Party scenes. Jack confidently posing with his arm around various girls. Then the blonde from the street. A different look on Jack�s face. A nervousness, their hands touching. Someone had snapped them unawares.
She was already on the other side of the court, almost running, along the stone path towards the Cam. Ed made a conscious decision to cut across the grass, ignore the plethora of signs reminding him this was strictly forbidden. A memory from his Oxford days, only Senior Fellows and visiting dignitaries were allowed the privilege of walking across the manicured College lawns. Sod it, he thought. As long as you look the part you can get away with anything.
It didn�t help, the woman was gone before he got to the other side. Only two paths she could have taken. One lined with bare winter trees, stark branches interlocking over the path, away towards the bridge. The other went left, towards student accommodation.
He walked slowly towards the bridge, doing his best impersonation of an academic ambling from one lecture to the next, pausing to watch the river flowing beneath. The punts ferrying early-rising tourists up and down the Cam. The woman hadn�t gone this way. There was no one ahead of him. He turned round, resting his hands on the stone wall, his face in the warm sun.
A tour guide was heading his way, leading a party of French school children. He decided to wait it out, see if the target emerged from the building.
He didn�t have to wait long. The woman reappeared, small suitcase in tow, bumping over the uneven paving slabs, same frenetic pace. Now Ed was more convinced. She was on her phone, he couldn�t hear what she was saying but the fearful expression on her face told him this was no mere student late for a field trip.
He fell into step behind her. A difficult pace to maintain without drawing attention to yourself. Through the gates of King�s, across the market square. It was busy now, people jostling, knocking against his shoulders, a busker wailing a terrible version of Bob Marley�s Redemption Song outside the Guildhall. He was worried he might lose her, lose sight of her dark blue coat. Down a side road, onto St Andrew�s Street. Past the shops selling hooded tops emblazoned with the University logo, surely only ever bought by American tourists. The centre of Cambridge was compact, pedestrianised. He could see the blond head bobbing up and down in the distance. Ed was confident she wasn�t on to him. Far too intent on getting where she was going. They hurried across a park, Amanda checking her watch, checking her phone, Ed trying to balance proximity with discretion. It was difficult, he didn�t know the town. At last she turned onto Jesus Lane, a quick dash up the steps to the front door, key at the ready, she was inside in a second.
Ed paused, clocking the house number. He walked past without reducing his pace, checked his watch as if he had somewhere important to be. A red phone booth across the street. He crossed the road quickly and took up position behind it, eyes on the house, fingers fumbling with his phone, punching in the number to HQ, the Field Support team.
�I need Ids on an address. 8 Jesus Lane. Names and pictures of whoever lives there.� He heard the field support officer typing quickly into their keyboard, searching through databases, cross-referencing the electoral roll, finding the most likely match.
�Sending profiles now. Two girls listed. One medical student, one social anthropologist. House is owned by the University.� the voice on the other end of the phone said.
Ed watched as the first face appeared on his screen. Amanda Marshall, blond hair, laughing. It was her alright.
�Can you send a list of contacts for Amanda Marshall? Immediate family, close friends. Names and addresses. I think she might be about to move out with the target and I want a handle on where they might be going.�
Ed put the phone back in his pocket. He was watching the house intently. Amanda appeared briefly at the first floor window, she grinned, turning towards the shadowy male face behind her, then pulled the curtains shut. Too much of a blur for him to be 100�% positive, but he certainly resembled the photo of Jack. Ed checked his phone, read quickly through the additional data he�d been sent. He didn�t notice the British Gas van that had pulled up and parked on the other side of the road. He didn�t notice that nobody got out, that it had taken up, apparently by chance, the perfect position from which to watch the street. He was too busy reading the data and keeping an eye on his primary target, the house. Even experienced field operatives can make mistakes.
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�Jack, Jack, where are you? How are you feeling?� Amanda called up the stairs, dropping her keys on the table in the hallway.
�Here,� he replied, �in here.� His voice was echoey, half-strangled by a series of ugly retches. She wrenched open the door, catching sight of him hunched over the toilet. �My God Jack, are you ok?�
�Been better Amanda, been better.� He managed to say, pulling himself slowly to his feet. He leant against the basin, took a deep breath and flushed his half-digested breakfast down the loo. Amanda looked concerned.
�I know that�s not my best side, but there�s no need to look quite so horrified,� he said. Humour. If in doubt make a dumb joke, he thought. Amanda laughed.
�I wasn�t horrified, just concerned you might not be ready for solid food. You�ve been on a drip for three weeks. I should�ve realised. Come here,� she pressed a hand to his forehead, felt his pulse, looked into his eyes. His pale skin had taken on a sepia tinge. Combined with the beard he looked like a 19th century convict. A rugged but not entirely unappealing look, she thought.
�I called my friend at the hospital. They have an old x-ray machine in the research lab. Might be able to run you through it, try and locate whatever�s inside you. See if there�s a way of removing it.� She made a snipping gesture in the air as she spoke. Jack winced. She might be a brilliant trainee surgeon, but she didn�t quite have a handle on the bedside manner yet.
Amanda had examined him before she left to get his clothes, pressing hard on his stomach, feeling the outline of his intestines through the skin, looking for anything that shouldn�t be there. She�d found the lump pretty quickly; it felt like a tumour, but softer. Not visible at the surface of the skin but she had a pretty good idea where it was. She had done her best not to look too incredulous when he told her what he�d seen fall to the floor at Marcon Pharmaceuticals. Privately she thought the drugs they�d used to keep him under and the stress of the situation might have distorted his perception, but she was perfectly willing to concede there was some kind of bio-mechanical implant being tested.
�Have a shower and wash up, I�ll fix you something to drink. Should keep you going for now.� He nodded, surprised at quite how effective she was at organising him, surprised that in this situation he didn�t seem to mind. On any other day of the week he�d have run a mile.
He showered quickly and headed upstairs to her room. He hadn�t bothered to shave, he wanted to get to Amanda�s doctor friend as soon as possible, get the x-ray, find out what was inside of him, and dig it out.
�Hey you, what clothes did you find for me?� He asked, opening the door.
�Just a few things from the cupboard. In the suitcase over there. Here, drink this,� he took the glass she handed him. Tasted like sugary, salty water. Unpleasant. �What is it?� he asked, grimacing.
�Glucose, water, bit of sugar and salt. Don�t be a baby and drink up.�
�Alright, alright. Are you this strict with all your patients?� He replied. �Only if they�re naughty.� She said. He raised his eyebrows, �and if memory serves, Mr. Hartman, you were a very naughty boy,� she smiled innocently and pulled the curtains closed.
Jack got the hint. Despite the tiredness he was still a red-blooded male and Amanda was still an exceptionally enticing proposition. Her clothes quickly discarded on the bedroom floor, the soft light from behind emphasising the discrete pertness of her full breasts, her narrow waist. She stood naked, teasing, head tilted coquettishly to one side, and watched with satisfaction as he stood to attention. A soft giggle, she reached out and touched his excitement, running her hands over its length. �Glad to know you�re pleased to see me,� she said.
Jack grunted and pulled her close, close enough to see her pupils dilate, to feel her breath quicken. Their lips met. His fingertips ran over her back, arched into him, down towards the soft, velvety cleft between her legs. She murmured at his caress. Sap roused, she pushed him away hard, enjoying the surprise in his eyes as he fell backwards onto the bed.
Straddled over his muscular body, she took him in carefully, up to the hilt, fulfilling the deep need inside of her. Three weeks. Three weeks since they�d last been together. She had missed him more than she�d known, been angrier at his unexplained absence than she was prepared to admit. Now she felt that anger assuaged in the thrusting rhythm of his hips. The physical memory of each other�s body flooding back, surging through them. A profound and instinctive pleasure. A shared satisfaction.
Jack watched the dust particles that danced in the light through the curtains, one hand stroking Amanda�s hair.
�Well, I can confirm that one part of you is still in perfect working order,� Amanda said, pulling him close.
�Sure you don�t need to double check?� he asked. She raised her eyebrows.
�As your doctor Jack, I think it advisable you rest, but I will be recommending you resume this course of treatment at least three times a day.� She stretched luxuriously, a subtle red glow in her cheeks.
�Come on, I told my friend we�d be at the lab at Addenbrookes at half ten. Should be a cab waiting.� She got up and pulled on a pair of jeans and an old hooded top. Jack watched, astonished at the way she made even old clothes look casually chic, as if they�d been designed specifically for her.
�That�s odd,� she said, opening the curtains.
�What is?� Jack replied, getting dressed.
�That man, standing there by the phone booth. I�m sure he was there earlier.� Jack shrugged.
�Really? Perhaps you have a secret admirer,� he said, heading downstairs. �Just going to grab myself something else to eat before we leave,� he called out over his shoulder.
His stomach was feeling better, but it wasn�t food he was after. Privately he was worried by what Amanda said. He opened the drawers, careful not to make too much noise. He was looking for a knife. Something easily concealed, practical in a closed fist. One thought still nagged at him, the fear he hadn�t shared, that they�d be after him. Whoever they were, whatever it was they wanted. He needed to be prepared, as prepared as he could be. He found a sturdy-looking kitchen knife with a short blade, wrapped the point in a jay cloth and stuffed it in his sock. A distant memory came back as he did so, childhood fears and the need to fend for himself.
Italy, an army base on the outskirts of Napoli. 13 years old. His dad stationed there with the regiment, dropping him off at the local school, telling him to learn some Italian and get on with it. Sink or swim son, sink or swim. Jack had swum, for a while at least. Fluent in Italian within a couple of months and the star of the class football team. But his success made him a target for the older boys. He took a couple of beatings on the way home from school. If his older brother had still been around things would have been different. But he wasn�t.
Things turned nasty when one of the boys, out to impress the girls who gathered by the fountain in the town square, pulled a flick-knife and waved it in his face. More angry than afraid, Jack piled into him, dishing up a bloody nose, flooring the boy and scarpering. The boy vowed revenge, swore he would get his friends in the Camorra to cut him to pieces.
Jack knew enough about the honour of small-town Italian males to take the threat seriously. It had taken some persuading, but eventually he�d got one of the soldiers, a Geordie named Alfie, to show him how to handle a blade, how to fight dirty. Alfie had been busted out of Special Forces for insubordination � that was the official line. The truth was his commanding officer had been concerned he was taking a little too much pleasure in the more gruesome aspects of his work. A liability in the elite fighting squads of the SAS and SBS. But there was no denying his skill with a blade, and Jack was so quick to learn, so perfectly balanced, that Alfie almost forgot the deathly intent behind the lessons he was teaching, caught up in the simple pleasure of passing on his hard-earned and well-practised skill.
Jack didn�t have to wait long to put those skills into practice. A quiet Sunday morning. The backstreet shortcut to the bakers. Church bells echoing down the shabby, careworn street. Washing criss-crossing the narrow gap between the buildings, flapping in the breeze. A moped sped past, then another. An ear-splitting Mosquito whine. More noise than performance, Jack thought. Typical Italians.
The two bikes stopped, 20 metres ahead, blocking the street. He looked behind him. Three people walking casually. Not boys, not teenagers, but men. Nowhere to go. They walked slowly, all the time in the world.
Three men against a 13-year-old boy. Jack shook his head; he was tall for his age and well-built, but this would be a walk-over. He felt for the flick knife in his jacket pocket. Could he really do it? He thought. Never mind that. Would he even get a chance? Five of them. He would be surrounded in a moment.
The most important thing to look for is how he carries himself, which side takes the weight. Lesson number one. Alfie�s voice coming back to him. All very well if you were fighting one person. The three men sauntered towards him. The leader was a wiry man with a cruel thin face and black hair swept back, his hands stuffed in the pockets of his tracksuit top. He whistled tunelessly, atonal, irritating, before spitting on the ground in front of Jack.
�We�re going to teach you a lesson,� he said, his voice dull, as if bored by the inevitability of the sadistic outcome he was about to inflict. Jack watched him closely, watched as he slowly drew a knife from his pocket, locked the blade in place, let it hang casually by his side. He was surprised to find he felt no fear, only a curious nervousness, a perverse excitement.
Surprise your attacker. Use any means at your disposal to put him off guard. Lesson number two. Jack hunched his shoulders and stepped back, allowed his body to shake, bit hard into his lip so it bled, did his best to conjure up the paralysing fear he didn�t feel. One final element, he let himself go, warm urine running down his leg, a dark stain forming on his trousers. The men laughed, the one holding the blade turned his head back to his friends, ridiculing him in the harsh sounds of the Neapolitan dialect.
Didn�t matter. He�d taken his eyes off his target. Jack stepped forward quickly, the man�s knife hand brushed aside, the blade up into his armpit, dragged down across his belly then onto the next man. The man was too stunned to react, watching in horror as handfuls of intestines slipped out of his friend�s stupefied grasp.
Jack went low, two jabs to the thighs, the heel of the knife into the man�s chin, the hard crack of the metal handle on the jaw bone. He dropped like a sack of semolina. The third man reached into his pocket, tried to adopt a fighting position. Too late. Jack dug the blade into his hand, twisting it on the way out just as he�d been taught, kicked as hard as could into his groin. The man collapsed.
The two mopeds fired up and raced towards him. One rider waved a golf club, swinging it clumsily at him. Jack ducked. The bike skidded, crashed into a doorway. Jack jumped over it, off down the street as fast as he could. At the end of the road a motor bike waited for him, revving its engine impatiently. Alfie sitting on it, no helmet, broad grin in place.
�Hurry up man. I canney wait all day.� Jack jumped onto the back, holding on tight.
�Ah think even ah wudda had a problem dealing with alla them fellas at wunce.� He said in his thick Geordie accent. Somehow Jack doubted that. A coldness had come over him. He felt neither elation nor regret. His heart rate barely raised above its resting rate throughout the entire episode. He felt in control. He knew he had it, the thing his father possessed, the thing his mother could never understand. The ability to take a quiet, emotionless satisfaction in a brutal task. A profound burden for a boy to carry into adulthood.
�Shit Alfie. I forgot to buy any bread,� he said.
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Ahmed Seladin sat in the back of the British Gas van, nails chewed down to the quick, eyes gritty and tired. Another night without sleep. Another day tangled up in this nightmare, cramped and uncomfortable. Speeding along unknown roads, through unfamiliar cities. The man opposite looked at him and shook his head.
�Not used to this type of work are you my friend? You need to toughen up. Stay alert. No mistakes this time.� Another of the Chinaman�s goons. A seemingly indestructible force, capable of storming through each day without stopping for something as ridiculous and unnecessary as sleep.
�You have the injection ready?� He said. The plan was a quick snatch. Grab the boy and bundle him into the van, get the sedative in as quickly as possible. The floor was covered with plastic sheeting, ready for Dr. Seladin�s scalpel.
�Here,� Ahmed said, taking a loaded syringe from his flight case. �Jab it in the neck and squeeze. He�ll be out in a second. Just try not to stab yourself with it in the meantime,� he added sarcastically. The man gave him a cold look.
There were two other heavies in the van. Silent, awkward in their civilian clothes. They�d assumed that strange posture veteran soldiers adopt before battle, alert but relaxed, a heightened state of readiness with a minimum amount of physical effort.
�Go! Go! Target is in the open!� The driver shouted. Movement all around, Ahmed pressed himself against the side of the van as the doors swung outwards, avoiding the flailing arms and legs of the men clambering past, sprinting down the street. He caught sight of the man emerging from the house, took in his height and build. For one brief moment Ahmed found himself hoping he might land a punch or two on the heavies, make life a little harder for them.
It all happened so quickly Ed Garner barely had time to react. He was scanning the text file he�d been sent on Amanda�s family and friends. The noise of the van doors swinging outwards and three sets of feet charging down the street made him look up. He saw their intention, the speed with which they were closing down the space. No way of getting there in time.
Amanda was on the doorstep, Jack behind her. Ed needed back-up. He couldn�t dive in on his own, waving his service issue revolver. Goodness knows what kit they had with them, what was in the van. He sent the emergency signal. Switched to camera mode, got the van, the number plate. Back to the attackers. They were on the boy now, one heading straight for him, two peeling off to one side.
�Come on Jack!� Amanda�s voice from the doorway. �Cab�s waiting outside.�
Jack saw them before he was fully out the house. Three galloping forms out the corner of his eye. It was his reaction speed that saved him. The fraction of a second to prepare, set your balance, position so you can use the speed of your attacker against him. And he knew they wouldn�t suspect he could fight.
He yanked hard at Amanda�s hooded top, pulling her behind him into the house, slamming the door so she was trapped inside. The first man was on him, Jack bent low, in one smooth movement the knife pulled from his sock, slammed it upwards, the weight of the man rolled him over his shoulder, the blade straight, tearing through exposed skin.
The attacker collapsed backwards, clutching his neck, an arterial spray of blood through his closed hand. Jack didn�t stop, low with the knife at the second attacker, swerving to avoid something, the point of a needle veering close to his eye. Swinging the blade to his right, sending him off balance, then a crippling punch to the man�s kidneys, a hard right into his neck. Enough to send him spluttering backwards. They weren�t armed, Jack realised. He might actually win this.
A grip, strong as iron from behind. The third man pinning his arms to his sides. He kicked back, scraping his heel over the knee cap, hard as he could. The man grunted, the vice loosened. Jack stabbed wildly behind him, into the man�s thigh � after the neck, the easiest point to hit a major artery. A thumping at the door behind them, Amanda pushing it outwards, cricket bat in her hand. He heard it crack into the man�s head, not once but twice. The man released his grip, dropped to the ground.
�Come, quickly,� she said, pulling him towards the taxi waiting further down the street. They ran hard, dived into the back seat.
�Addenbrookes hospital!�
The driver didn�t hear. His head bobbing up and down, tinny Turkish pop music from his headphones. Jack yanked them off the man�s ears.
�Addenbrookes!� he said again.
�Sorry, my friend. Very good tune. You know?� He pulled slowly away from the kerb, oblivious to the fracas in the street behind him.
Jack looked over his shoulder. At least they were on the move. Three bodies in the street. Two of them getting awkwardly to their feet. The third immobile on the ground. A mess. As the cab turned the corner, he was surprised to see a British Gas van pull up alongside the bodies. They clambered inside, heaving the third man with them. Jack resisted the temptation to make a bad joke about Amanda not paying her gas bill.
Ed was stunned. He could not quite believe what he just witnessed. The boy had taken out three professionals. Three men floored as if they were straw-stuffed scarecrows. Well, with a little help from the blonde. He forwarded the footage to HQ. Taxi. Where was a bloody taxi? Never one when you needed it. No matter. He had the number plate and the name of the mini-cab firm Jack and the girl had used. He could find out easily enough where they were headed.
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Sir Clive watched the footage Ed had sent, a large hand ruminatively rubbing his square chin. The boy had a talent for fighting, no doubt about it. And two of the moves he pulled Sir Clive remembered from his own SAS training many years before. Was that what teenagers spent their time doing these days? Learning Kung Fu and street fighting techniques? Somehow he doubted it.
�Mary, can you run a background check on the boy�s immediate family? I want to know if there�s any connection with the armed forces.� He said. Mary nodded, entering the information into the Service�s databases.
Something about the way Jack handled himself put Sir Clive in mind of a young solider he�d known at the Herefordshire base, long time ago. A legendary figure, even amongst those for whom extraordinary feats of physical strength and endurance were the norm.
�No records for his mother. Not much for his father either. Last known address was a semi in Croydon, south London. No occupation listed, no background information and no other immediate family.�
�Thanks Mary.� He suspected there might have been a change of name somewhere along the line. An attempt to shake off an old identity. A lot of men who were ex-regiment did that. It wasn�t so much for security as the need to make a clean break from the past. A new life amongst the civilians.
A knock at the door. �Sir Clive, we�ve pulled the records from the mini-cab firm. They�re headed to Addenbrookes Hospital, research wing,� one of the Information Analysts announced. A bright lad who didn�t yet look old enough to shave. Sir Clive nodded.
�Thanks. I want the chopper scrambled, I�m going there myself. Mary, keep an eye on things here. I might need you to run some further checks.�
Something about the footage he had seen made Sir Clive less inclined to trust the retrieval of Jack and the device inside of him to anyone else. This was a task that would require more than brute force. He pulled out his phone.
�Ed, I�m on my way to Cambridge, in the chopper. Target is heading to the Hospital and so am I. I need you to stay with the British Gas van. Do not let it out of your sight. I�m authorising you to use any means possible, take charge of any property you need, but make sure you don�t lose sight of it.�
�Will do Sir Clive,� Ed replied. He was already behind the wheel of a stolen Ford fiesta, following the van along the ring road and out of the city. That was the problem in a student town, most of the cars were old bangers. Still, the traffic was horrendous. No need for speed at the moment.
Ahmed Seladin pulled the thread tight, neatly tying the suture and wiping the cut with disinfectant, ignoring a jolt as the van hit a bump in the road. The third set of stitches he�d put in since the debacle outside the house. He leant back to admire his work.
�You are lucky. I am a very neat surgeon.� He said, �scarring will be kept to a minimum.� Privately he was rather proud of the work. The back of a moving vehicle was not an ideal place to carry out such a precise operation, especially with the floor all wet and slippery with blood.
His patient didn�t reply, too weak. Ahmed suspected he might not make it, not without a transfusion. He wasn�t too concerned about that, he was more concerned about the reaction they would get from the Chinaman when he learnt of their failure.
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The taxi pulled up outside Addenbrookes. Jack opened the door and climbed out, realising he had no wallet, no money on him whatsoever.
�Did you bring any cash?� He asked Amanda sheepishly. She nodded and handed a twenty-pound note to the driver, telling him to keep the change and forget he�d had them in his cab. Jack wasn�t sure if that was the best tactic. The driver was far more likely to remember the passenger who left a big tip and made a point of asking to be forgotten than the countless other fares he picked up, but he didn�t say anything. He�d put Amanda through enough already.
They�d sat in silence during the journey. Jack had reached out for her hand, worried at how cold it felt. She�d barely noticed his touch, eyes staring blankly ahead, a glass wall of shock between her and the outside world. Jack tried to think of something to say but he couldn�t, nothing meaningful.
�You were great Amanda. Fantastic.� Her head didn�t move, it was as if she hadn�t heard him. The shock went deep. Shock at her own reaction to the attackers, as effective as the situation demanded. Shock at Jack�s calm response. His seeming ability to shrug it off with barely a second thought. But most of all shock at his face the moment before he pulled her back into the house, before the door slammed. A hint of a smile. On his lips as he turned to face his attackers. It was the smile that bothered her the most.
He followed her through the automatic doors towards reception. These places always smelt the same. The unpleasant tang of disinfectant, synthetic citrus and bleach.
�Can you tell Dr. Anne Fitzgerald that Amanda Marshall is here please,� she said. The receptionist picked up the phone without looking up. They didn�t have to wait long. Dr. Fitzgerald burst through the door to their left, curly hair extending in an uncontrolled frizz from all angles, heavy-framed glasses perched on the end of her nose and a pair of slightly too large Birkenstock sandals on her feet.
�Hey Mands. God, you look like you�ve seen a ghost. I thought Jack was the one that had been on the dodgy clinical trial.�
Amanda stood still, arms at her side as her friend embraced her warmly.
�You okay?� She said, hands on her shoulders, her gaze professional and assessing. Amanda nodded, but didn�t speak, didn�t make eye contact.
�We had a bit of a difficult journey. I�ll explain all about it once we get somewhere more private.� Jack said, aware the receptionist was beginning to register their presence.
�Ok sure, follow me,� Anne replied, swiping her card and leaning into the door. She placed a protective arm around Amanda, throwing a less-than-trusting glance over her shoulder at Jack.
They walked along innumerable corridors, through heavy swing doors, past lifts and trolleys and doctors engaged in ominously quiet conversations. Anne Fitzgerald�s lab was behind the in-patient department. An area with no public access. It was a good-sized room. Well lit. Functional and neat. Two work benches down the middle, two more at the side, microscopes at various intervals, trays of petri dishes racked up on the shelves. There was a separate room closed off at one end; Jack could see a great hulking piece of machinery through the door. The old x-ray machine.
�Nice lab� Jack said.
�Thanks, I share the place with two other research fellows. They don�t tend to come in on Sundays.�
�Um, I�m pretty sure it�s a Saturday.� Jack said, aware his own grasp on the day of the week was not entirely cast in iron. Anne frowned and scratched at her curls.
�Really? If you say so.� Jack noticed a small, foldable camp bed at one end of the room. An unmade blanket on top of it. Anne saw the direction of his gaze.
�Sometimes I lose track of time if I�m working late, so I crash over there. Let me see if I can get something for Amanda.� She opened a cupboard, nimbly catching the rolls of plaster and packets of aspirin that fell out.
�Here,� she said, handing Jack a bottle of brandy. �Pour her a sensible measure.� He looked around for a glass but there weren�t any.
�Just use a measuring beaker,� Anne said.
Amanda swallowed. Down in one, gasping as the heat of the liquor hit the back of her throat, the colour coming back to her cheeks.
�Now Amanda dear, what exactly has this brute been doing to you?� Anne pointed at Jack, only half joking. Amanda shook her head.
�I�m not sure if they wanted to kill us, kidnap us, or just frighten the hell out of us, but about half an hour ago I had the first fight I�ve ever had in my adult life with three men who looked like they were considerably more used to fighting than me.� Anne�s eyes bulged. �Shit. Where were you in all this Jacko?�
Amanda replied before he had the chance. �Oh, Jack got stuck in alright. I suspect he has a little more experience of fighting than I do. Possibly even more than they do. Than they did.� She corrected herself.
�Now you�re just being silly,� Jack said, relieved to see the more feisty Amanda coming back. �And it was definitely kidnap. Not kill. You should�ve seen how she handled a cricket bat. They literally did not know what had hit them.�
Amanda shook her head, pouring herself another measure of brandy, smaller this time.
�Anyway Anne, not to be rude, but may I suggest you power up the x-ray machine and we see if we can get this thing out of me,� he pointed at his belly.
�Very bossy isn�t he?� Anne said, leaning close to Amanda. She trotted over to the small room at the far end of the lab. �Come along then. Mands said she suspected the thing was somewhere between your stomach and your small intestine. Top off please. If we don�t find it first go I�m afraid that�s just too bad. I�m not going to blast you with two doses of radiation. We�ll have to cut you open and feel about till we�ve found it. Here, take this.� She handed him a lead lined jacket, open at the front, and put one on herself.
�Stand there.� She pointed to the middle of the floor, manoeuvred the wide grey tube so it was pointing at his belly and stepped out of the room. �Stay perfectly still�, she said. A whooshing sound. Picture taken.
Jack felt something inside of him give way. A moment of uncertainty. The sky before fireworks. He doubled over, crippled by an explosion of pain, a searing light before his eyes. Amanda burst through the door �Quick, onto one of the tables.� She said, dragging him by the arm. Jack was speechless, mouth open dumbly, stumbling after her. He heaved himself onto the work surface.
�The radiation must have done something to the device. Where�s the pain Jack? I need you to focus. Where�s the pain?� she asked, pushing him onto his back. Anne swabbed his stomach with disinfecting alcohol. From the corner of his eye he caught the surgical flash of a scalpel. He tried to reply but couldn�t. Something was stretching, pulling at his guts like a baker kneading dough.
Anne and Amanda stopped, staring at his stomach, a balloon inflating.
�Jack, I�m sorry, but this is going to hurt. Anne will pump some local anaesthetic into you but it isn�t going to work in time and I need to start cutting.� Amanda said. Her turn to be cool and efficient. Any other time he�d have been impressed. Right now he just wanted the agony to stop. Eyes wide, he gripped onto the sides of the bench, focus on the ceiling, focus on the ceiling. A needle stabbed into his side. A scalpel blade, hot and cold at the same time, a strange release of tension in his abdomen, tissue pulled from tissue. Anne clamped a pencil between his teeth. Crunched to pieces, something leathery instead, a belt? Breathe Jack, keep breathing. He clenched his teeth, looked up at the flames, the neon lights of the ceiling transformed into strips of fire. Then nothing. A welcome darkness. His body numbing the pain the only way it could.
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Sir Clive looked down at the hospital, the helicopter circling high above it. Two concrete shoeboxes placed side to end in a �T� shape. Tiny cars dotted around it, brightly coloured in neat rows, pieces of candy from this height. The pilot positioned for his descent, the large yellow �H� of the heliport seeming to move upwards to meet them. A jolt as they touched down.
Sir Clive was out the door, running quickly across the heliport, blades still swirling above his head. He held out his hand in greeting. The hospital manager took it and nodded warily. To say he�d been surprised to receive a call only a few minutes earlier from the Director of Cyber Crime at MI6 would be an understatement.
�You said on the phone there was no danger to our staff or patients. Are you absolutely certain?� He shouted over the whir of the blades, still spinning. Sir Clive nodded.
�No danger, but time is of the essence. Take me to the main entrance.� The hospital manager led him inside, pressed the button to call the lift.
�I suppose you can�t tell me what any of this is about?� He asked. He didn�t expect to get any answers, but it seemed silly to wait in silence. Sir Clive looked at him carefully, taking in the intelligent brown eyes, a hint of a mischievousness in the raised eyebrow.
�Someone arrived here earlier who�s in danger. I need to find them and get them to safety.� He said flatly.
The lift doors pinged open. The Hospital Manager was usually a good judge of character, but he had no idea whether this man was telling the truth or not.
�Someone who checked in as a patient?� He asked, following Sir Clive into the lift. If the answer to this question were yes it would raise all sorts of ethical questions. He had a duty of care to his patients, he couldn�t simply let some Secret Service man wheel them away on a trolley because he took a fancy to it. Sir Clive shook his head. �Doubt it,� he said. The doors opened.
�Quickest way to reception please,� he said. The manager pointed to his left. �Straight on then second right.� Sir Clive was off, jogging along the corridor.
A queue of people were waiting at reception, but he walked to the front, selected one of the false ID cards from inside his pocket and flashed it at the receptionist. She read the name, Detective Fisher from Cambridge CID. Sir Clive leant in close over the counter, smiling at her broadly. He spoke softly and quickly.
�Now my dear, earlier this morning maybe 20, 30 minutes ago a man and a woman walked through that door, early twenties, him over six foot, the woman blond, attractive. Ring any bells?�
The receptionist looked blank, then worried. �Why, what�ve they done?� Sir Clive leant in a little closer. �Now that�s not really answering my question, is it, Yasmina,� he said, reading her name badge. A hint of steel in his voice. The receptionist frowned. �Half an hour ago maybe, they went to one of the research labs.� She frowned, �Someone came to meet them, who was it�Anne, Dr. Anne Fitzgerald. Works in one of the labs. You�ll need a pass to get there though.�
�I�ll take yours,� he said reaching over the desk, pulling it quickly from her.
�Hey! Wait! you can�t just, he can�t just, he can�t just take that can he?� Sir Clive was gone, through the double doors and off to the lab. The woman who�d been standing in the queue behind him shrugged, �I�d say he can, unless you�re going to stop him.�
Sir Clive watched the operation through the window in the door, turning his head to one side so his breath didn�t mist the glass. One hand on his weapon, the other adjusting his ear piece. The connection with the ops room kept cutting out. He was quietly impressed by the grim determination of the surgeon, quick, skilful fingers. And the resolution of the patient. No point going in just yet. Let them finish their work. If the two people operating on the boy were as professional as they seemed then the device would be extracted whole and unharmed. Timing was everything.
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Dorchester Hotel, London
Monsieur Blanc flicked shut his mobile phone, handing it back to his assistant. Mid-day. The hour at which he liked to drink an aperitif before settling down to an unusual and idiosyncratic choice of lunch
It had been a difficult phone call. The people he was working for did not appreciate mistakes. His professional reputation would be in tatters if he could not bring in the final device. They had been quite clear on that, the ten units worked together, forming a virtual network. Without the last one, the others were useless. If he couldn�t bring in the device his career as an arms dealer would be over.All those years spent acquiring contacts, cultivating sources, all that time and energy wasted. They would ensure he didn�t work again, not on any significant contracts. He�d be back to hawking suitcases full of AK 47s round Africa, trying not to get ripped off by dictators and Somali pirates. No, he did not want a return to those days, he had worked too hard.
A tap at the door. He opened it. The waiter wheeled in a trolley with his lunch. His special order. One of the things he loved about London hotels was their discretion. Anything could be provided for the right price. He waved the waiter away with a fifty-pound note. A generous tipper, always had been. He liked to remove the cloche himself, savour the delicacies. He signalled to his two assistants to leave the room. He preferred to eat this dish alone.
The aroma a tannin and iron tang from the meat. Hint of sweetness behind it. He brought the plate close to his nostrils and breathed in deeply.
Pigeon hearts. Uncooked. A rich reddy-brown, and still warm from the breast of the birds. Next to them slivers of the raw breast meat. He ate it with a dash of lemon and a pinch of salt, washed the whole lot down with a glass of warm rice wine. There was no comparable taste, no other dish that had the power to transport him so vividly back to his childhood in China.
Born to peasant stock on the outskirts of Shanghai, he had eked out a precarious existence in the city slums, dodging the fists of his drunken father and the snapping jaws of the rabid dogs that crawled along the gutters. Only his skill at catching birds had saved him from a premature malnourished death.
He was half-starved by the time he worked out his system. Scrambling up the bamboo scaffold outside a new office block, a stolen pot of pungent glue under one arm and a small paper bag filled with as many crumbs as he could gather from the floor of the bakery in his hand.
He had spread the glue over a section of roof, dropping the crumbs evenly into the thick paste, then retreated to a nearby vent to watch. His hunger a hammer banging on anvil inside his belly. He did not have to wait long. A cooing bird pitter-pattered its way across the roof, head bobbing up and down in dumb optimism. One foot stuck to the glue. The pigeon paused, momentarily confused, cooing faster. He dived on it, wrenched the head from the body, half-starved he tore at the feathery flesh with his finger nails, cracking through the bones, warm blood mingling with the dirt on his grimy face.
Monsieur Blanc dabbed delicately at his lips with the linen handkerchief. The hearts and breast meat tasted as delicious today as they had all those years ago.
He had returned to Shanghai just a few months before on business. The cityscape was transformed, no longer recognisable from his childhood memories. Towers of glass and steel rose ever upwards, announcing their ambition to the world, challenging others to catch up. At street level people hurried, suited and booted, chatting quickly on their mobiles, a brash confidence underpinning their movements, their interaction with one another.
On a whim he had sought out the Catholic mission that had taken him in as a boy. It was still there, the red brick Victorian building sandwiched between towering concrete and glass structures. As well it should be, given the generous donation he made to them on an annual basis. They had plucked him from the streets, fattened him up, given him a good Christian education. English and French and Bible stories were his daily lessons. Why they had chosen him instead of one of the other countless urchins scurrying along in the alleyways and backstreets of the city he did not know, perhaps he was simply the most pathetic- and forlorn-looking child they could find. Whatever the reason, he had excelled at his lessons, his quickness at learning endearing him to them, somehow confirming in their minds the truthfulness of their teaching. They rewarded him with cakes and pastries baked by one of the nuns every Saturday afternoon.
It was the Catholic church that had sponsored his move to France, proposing a career in the priesthood, training at a seminary in Paris. They were keen to have a native doing the good work, spreading The Word in China. He had jumped at the chance, the opportunity to travel, to live in a city like Paris. He was happy to profess belief in their golden-haired Jesus, become a fisher of men if it meant he could escape the slums of Shanghai for good.
Paris had other ideas. He had not been there two weeks before the city took him over, seducing him with its bars and bordellos, its galleries and cafes. By day he attended theology class. By night he chatted to streetwalkers, to the small-time crooks who gathered in Rue Mouffetarde, the chancers, the students, the bourgeois intellectuals who fancied a walk on the wild side. It was here that he began to make money, small amounts at first, translation services for illegal Chinese immigrants, interpreting for local businessmen. A bit of extra pocket money, cash in hand. He liked the feel of it, a new sensation. The more he made, the further he felt from the poverty of his childhood.
He shook his head as if trying to clear the reminiscence. Memories, good and bad, came flooding back if you opened the door even a crack. There was work to do, no time for idling. He walked over to the window, glancing at the traffic streaming down Park Lane and checked his phone. A message from his source at MI6. Target at Addenbrookes Hospital. The constant updates she provided were invaluable. So much better than that useless bunch of ex-soldiers and the disgraced doctor he had put together for this mission.
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MI6 Headquarters, Vauxhall, London
For the second time in two days, Jack awoke not knowing where he was. This time the room looked less like a hospital ward, more like a prison cell. Unforgiving grey walls. No clock and no natural light. He jerked upwards, and cold metal cuffs cut painfully into his wrists, rattling against the wire bed frame. Two lines of stitches below his stomach, crossing at the centre. A dull ache under the skin, thread pulling painfully as he moved. The door swung open.
�Good evening, Mr. Hartman,� Sir Clive strode across the room, quickly unfastening one set of handcuffs. He�d seen enough footage of Jack fighting to step smartly back once he�d done so, but still proffered his right hand in greeting. Jack looked at him like he was mad. Where was he, and more to the point, where was Amanda?
�The girl I was with, her friend, what did you do to them? I swear if you�ve so much as touched her�� A vein in his forehead bulged.
�No need to worry, Mr. Hartman. You�re with the good guys. MI6. They�re being debriefed at the moment. A female officer is handling it. No cause for concern. Very promising surgeon, your lady friend. Great job under difficult circumstances.� He gestured vaguely at the stitching. Jack breathed loudly through his nose.
�Now, am I safe to unlock you? You�re not going to attempt one of your karate style attacks are you?� Sir Clive said this jokingly, keeping half an eye on the boy. He was reasonably confident he could handle him in a fight, but there was no point taking any chances. Jack relaxed a fraction. Sir Clive unlocked the cuffs, watching him warily as he rubbed his wrists.
�You and I are going to have a little chat, Jack. Not here. Walls have ears and all that. There�s a restaurant round the corner that�ll do fine. I expect you�re starving. Here,� he flung a suit and fresh shirt at Jack. �Try not to bleed on it, we don�t have a limitless budget.�
Was that a joke? Jack thought. The man�s attempt at familiarity grated.
�I�m not going anywhere till I�ve seen Amanda, I want proof she�s ok.� He said.
�I thought you might say that. We�ll call in at the debriefing room. Give you a chance to say hello. Come along now.�
Jack followed, pulling on the clothes gingerly, trying not to wince at the pain in his belly. He�d been bandaged up, and they must have pumped him full of painkillers. Sir Clive rapped his knuckles on an anonymous looking door. Amanda appeared, �Jack!� she hugged him close. Sir Clive looked bemused.
�You alright?� Jack asked. He could see she�d been crying.
�Fine. No thanks to Mr. wave-a-gun-in-your-face,� she said, pointing at Sir Clive. He raised his eyebrows. �Oh come now, I think that�s a little unfair. It was hardly the time for explanations. And I let you and your friend have a ride in my helicopter.� Jack turned towards him, looked at him coldly.
�Steady Jack,� Sir Clive said evenly. As close to a threat as he needed to get. His body language said he was ready to fight, perfectly balanced, shoulders back, arms hanging loosely by his sides.
�All I did was point a gun gently in their direction. A little encouragement to get them moving. There was no time for explanations. We weren�t the only ones after you, as I�m sure you�re fully aware.� He added. Jack stepped down, turning his attention to Amanda.
�I�m sorry about this. About all of this. I should never have got you involved. Should�ve gone home.� Amanda shrugged.
�Don�t be silly.�
�A-hem,� Sir Clive cleared his throat noisily. �I hate to break up this touching scene but I�d really like to get a move on. We should be finished with both of you in a few hours.� What was it with young people today and their insistence on public displays of affection? So very American, he thought derisively.
Amanda ignored Sir Clive and hugged Jack, kissing him briefly on the lips. �Doesn�t hurt too much does it?� she said, her hand hovering over the stitches.
�It�s fine. Look I better go with old bog brush hair. We�ll catch up later.�
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Jack followed Sir Clive to the car park, a vast galleried space beneath the main building. He opened the door of a jet black Range Rover. Jack was grateful they weren�t going far on foot, though he�d never have admitted the pain walking caused him to someone like Sir Clive.
�You know the biggest threat facing the world today, Jack?� Sir Clive said, turning the key and starting the engine.
�Crazy pharmaceutical companies carrying out bizarre tests on innocent members of the public?� Jack answered. Sir Clive laughed, pleased to see the boy had retained his sense of humour. No mean feat given the stresses he had been subject to in the last 24 hours.
�Well for a start Jack, I�m the last person you�d be able to convince that any member of the public is actually innocent, and as for the drug trial�� He paused, pulling up beside the security guard�s booth and showing his pass. �You might find it hard to believe but that trial was actually part of the solution, not part of the problem.�
Sir Clive accelerated out of the car park and onto the main road, following the one-way system round to Vauxhall bridge. Jack didn�t say anything. He was tired. In no mood for a game of conversational cat and mouse.
�Curry alright?� Sir Clive asked, heading down Horseferry road, toward the network of narrow streets and squares between Parliament and Victoria Street. He liked to eat in that part of town. Very quiet in the evenings. The restaurants there seemed to do most of their business at lunchtime. All-you-can-eat buffets for the money-conscious civil servants swarming through nearby offices.
He pulled up outside the Golden Tandoori. A suitably shabby looking place. Chose a table at the back with a view of the restaurant and passed Jack a dog-eared menu. There was enough food stuck to the pages to give you a clear idea of which dish to choose. Or which dish not to choose, Jack thought.
�I�ll have the madras, hot as you can, please, waiter,� Sir Clive said.
�Lamb tandoori,� Jack said. �And a korma, some curried aubergine too. Naan bread would be good. And a beer. Large. Onion bharji, double portion of rice.� He felt hungry enough to tackle the entire menu, but thought it best to show a little restraint.
�Good to see a man with a decent appetite. Now, where was I?� Sir Clive said, breaking off the corner of a poppadom and dipping it in a cucumber and yogurt source.
�You were about to try and impress me with some scary facts.� Jack replied, deadpan. Sir Clive crunched on the poppadom. Such cynicism, he thought, wondering idly what Jack�s generation would do if the country ever faced another World War.
�Cyber terrorism,� he said quietly. �The primary threat to UK security. A web-based attack on our IT infrastructure, targeted and highly organised, could take out public institutions, power stations, hospitals, banks. Hell, even a sewage works if they were so minded.� He stopped, the waiters had arrived with the food, filling the table with bowls of yellow and red radio-active looking sauces, pinky-white pilau rice.
�Cyber terrorism.� Jack said, �That�s it?� he helped himself to most of the contents of each bowl. �Here�s a radical idea, why don�t you just turn off the computers?�
Sir Clive sighed. �Come now Jack. Don�t play dumb, I�ve read your CV. You�re studying Computer Science. You know full well how vulnerable IT systems are to abuse, to malicious code. All it takes is one hacker with a lot of time on their hands. Only last year someone hacked into the Pentagon�s secure database.�
�Yeah I read about that. Made me laugh. You know how he did it, Sir Clive?� Jack asked, waving a fork in his direction. �Pentagon staff hadn�t re-set the password from its default setting. Which was of course �Password.� So he could just march on in and take a look at whatever he felt like. Someone like that isn�t a threat. There�s no big ideology behind them, no political agenda, just a lonely man engaged in a painful piece of attention seeking.� He chewed thoughtfully on a mouthful of korma, it wasn�t half-bad.
�An IT system is only as secure as the people who use it,� he continued, warming to his theme. �You want to guard against Cyber Terrorism, try teaching your staff to change their password on a regular basis.� He could feel his strength coming back with the food, he was starting to feel more bolshie.
Sir Clive picked at his madras. It wasn�t up to the usual standard.
�There�s more to it than that, Jack. Estonia last year. Defence websites brought to a standstill. A highly co-ordinated attack by a network of high-jacked computers. A botnet. Zombie machines.�
Jack sat back in his chair. He could feel his belly expanding, seemed to be pulling against the stitches. Maybe he�d have to save the bharji for later. �Botnets?� He said thoughtfully. Sir Clive sensed he�d got his attention.
�I wrote a paper on the topic last year.� Jack said, �they�ve been around for a while, but no one really knows how many are out there. Malicious code is downloaded as part of an innocent-looking app, then lies dormant in a home PC awaiting an order. People don�t even realise they�re part of a high-jacked network. So easy with all the kids file sharing.�
Sir Clive relaxed a little, satisfied Cambridge still appeared to be teaching its students something useful.
�Exactly. Once the malicious code is installed, it simply waits to be told what to do, and then�� He paused, �and then you�ve got yourself a problem.� He pushed his plate away, dissatisfied at the mildness of the dish. �But you know what the real problem is in preparing for Cyber war?� Sir Clive asked, pausing for effect.
�No, but I suspect you�re about to tell me.� Jack replied.
�You can never be certain who�s attacking you. Impossible to trace who set up the servers, who wrote the code. A network of zombie machines in China can be programmed to send an attack from anywhere in the world, to anywhere in the world. Does that mean the Chinese are behind it? Of course not. Could be anyone.�
�If it could be anyone then it could be the Chinese,� Jack said belligerently. Sir Clive laughed, shook his head. �You�re right, good to be suspicious. Coffee and a brandy?�
�Why not?� Jack replied, watching Sir Clive, sensing he might finally be about to get to the point. Sir Clive leaned in close, drew a deep breath.
�It was a carefully planned operation, Jack. You and the other nine patients. The implanted devices. A careful set-up, a steady leak of information from our side, a couple of servers not quite as secure as they should be, discussing a new project. We knew the concept would be irresistible. Once the word was out about the devices we�d developed they�d be queuing up to try and steal them. The price of a thing like that on the open market would be astronomical. All we had to do was set up the clinical trial then sit back and watch who blundered in. See who they tried to sell it to. Of course, we didn�t imagine they�d be quite so brutal,� he added as an afterthought.
The brandies arrived, along with two luke-warm coffees. Jack picked up the bell glass, swirled the contents round and breathed in the aroma. Sir Clive�s story was beginning to hurt his head. He downed the double measure in one swift swallow.
�Two questions, Mr. Clive,� Jack said. He�d never been a particularly patient person and wasn�t sure how much more of the night he wanted to spend listening to the man, he had better things to be doing, comforting Amanda for one. He looked Sir Clive square in the eye.
�What does the device do, and what do you want with me?�
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Sir Clive pulled a clear plastic container from his jacket pocket and dropped it casually on the table. There it was. Transparent pinkish outer skin, tiny circuits inside. Exactly as Jack remembered. He couldn�t help but shudder.
�You ask what the device does. Well,� Sir Clive rubbed his chin, �Hard to put into words. Try and think of this as a nuclear bomb. For the Internet.� Jack frowned, picking up the perspex container, getting a closer look at it.
�We�ve developed 10 micro computers, circuits grown within organic matter, you were one of the hosts. The idea was to create a cell-based structure capable of out-sequencing the most powerful computers. The largest networks. A series of devices that, if used together, could generate so much code, so much malicious data they�d corrupt even the most powerful, heavily-protected network on the planet.� He paused, making sure he had Jack�s full attention. �A black hole blasted in the virtual world, IT systems collapsing under the weight of their own data, sucking in billions and billions of gigabytes of information in the process, whole technology infrastructures, whole countries. Imagine it Jack, Banking systems destroyed. No proof of how much money anyone has, how much money any business has, who owns what. Satellite control centres knocked off balance, armies unable to communicate, weapons systems useless.�
Jack was listening carefully, noting Sir Clive�s deliberate choice of words, try and think of this as a nuclear bomb�imagine it, Jack. It was easy enough to assume the worst looking at the device, it was so alien, so unpleasant. But did that mean it really had those capabilities? Would MI6 really be prepared to let something as powerful as he was suggesting fall into the hands of a terrorist, a rogue state?
Nothing in his teaching at Cambridge had prepared him for something like this, but that didn�t mean it wasn�t possible. He knew the government still managed to siphon off the best minds, the best researchers to plug away at outwardly incomprehensible ideas in their laboratories at GCHQ.
Sir Clive opened the perspex container, picked up the device carefully, holding it to the light, looking at it speculatively.
�Looks convincing, doesn�t it?� He said. �The world might have gone high-tech but human psychology remains the same. People still believe what they want to believe, whatever suits their cause.� The device slipped out of his hands and splashed into his coffee cup. He fished it out and gave it a quick wipe with a serviette.
�We�ve got hundreds of these things in our lab and none of them do anything. Well, nothing like what I�ve just described. They tick over and look impressive, a neat combination of animatronics and micro-circuits. And sure, they mix organic matter and cell technology, but not in a very complex way. They even emit low level electro-magnetic waves, which is why it reacted so badly to the x-ray your friends organised.� He sat back in his chair, waving the device in front of him as he spoke.
�The point of these things isn�t what they do, it�s who they lead us to. A good old-fashioned bluff. Classic cold war tactics. Like I said, the world might have gone high-tech but human psychology remains the same.�
Jack looked at the device, thinking of the nine patients in the lab, thinking it was a high price to pay for a bluff that might not pay off. It was only a matter of luck he hadn�t suffered the same fate as them.
�I had two questions, Sir Clive. You�ve answered the first but not the second. What do you want with me?�
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Later that night, as Amanda nestled in the crook of his arm, sated and sleepy after their love-making, he thought about Sir Clive�s offer. Part of him had known what the man was going to suggest before he said it, but he still wanted to hear it out loud. Let the last device be taken. Let the people who�d attacked the ward and murdered nine people cut it from inside him. The only way for the bluff to work. The devices had to be sold as a group of ten. The information they�d leaked in the run up to the theft had stated that specifically. Without a sale they�d have no idea who the players might be in a future cyber war. No way of making an effective pre-emptive strike.
His head was telling him not to do it, to forget it and get back to the routine of his student life in Cambridge, but his heart was saying something different He�d been presented with a choice, a challenge, the chance to prove himself. As he wrestled with the decision he thought about Paul, his brother, the dark thoughts he had bottled up and placed out of reach. Childhood memories too painful to revisit.
Paul was three years older. A lifetime when their ages were eight and eleven. They were playing in the snow outside the Herefordshire army base. A winter day, the cold air cutting through their wool scarves as the evening sun dragged the last minutes of daylight below the horizon. Jack was throwing snowballs, his brother ignoring him, saying they needed to get home. He remembered getting angry, he remembered trying to get his older brother�s attention. Paul was dad�s favourite, the strongest swimmer, the fastest runner. He always tried to act the grown up. Wouldn�t rise to Jack�s taunts.
�Hey Paul, look at me, look at me Paul, bet you can�t do this,� Jack had climbed on to the edge of the frozen lake, edging out cautiously, sliding his feet.
�Look at me Paul, I�m the best skater and you can�t do it cos you�re a stupid scaredy cat,� he shouted, skidding over the ice, almost at the centre. �Scaredy cat scaredy cat sitting on the door mat!�
�Come back Jack, don�t be stupid,� his brother finally replied. Only eleven years old, but already he knew the difference between stupidity and bravery.
Jack realised he had Paul�s attention around the same time he realised the ice underneath him was starting to give way. A sharp crack, an unearthly creaking, like an ancient wooden ship. Then the black water seeping up onto the frozen white surface, covering his wellington boots. He turned towards his brother, his face no longer taunting. His face a picture of undisguised panic.
The cold came upon him suddenly, paralysing, engulfing him in darkness. The world turned upside down. He flung his arms outwards, trying to grab at something, anything, but all he felt was ice, the water filling his mouth as he tried to scream.
The next thing he remembered was hands pushing him upwards, pushing him towards the edge of the lake, smashing the ice in front of him, breaking a way through. He scrambled forwards, reached for the side, his fingers grabbing at the grass beneath the snow, numb to the knuckles, gasping for breath, coughing up water and rolling onto his back.
Paul climbed slowly up the bank, stood over him, bent double.
�Idiot,� he said, shaking his head, holding out his arm. Jack was too cold to cry. He reached up and took his brother�s hand. They walked home in silence.
The coughing started two days later. Nobody thought anything of it. Paul had never had so much as a cold before. Then the fever. His mother and father consigned him to bed, thinking it was flu. By the time the doctor saw him he was worse, pains in his chest, clammy skin, blood mixed with the phlegm he coughed up. They took him to hospital. Acute bronchial pneumonia. Lungs full of fluid. Too late for the antibiotics. Jack remembered his parents by the hospital bed, their backs to him. Loud cries from his mother, his father silent. Broad shoulders heaving up and down, wracked by grief.
Jack blamed himself. No matter what anybody else said, however much they tried to reason with him, he knew it was fault. He knew it and what was worse, his father and mother knew it, despite what they said.
Jack shuddered. �What is it?� Amanda�s voice heavy with sleep, pulling him into the present. He must have woken her.
�Nothing, sorry Mands.� She mumbled something and drifted back to sleep. Jack was relieved to hear the sound of her voice, the real world rescuing him from the past. He owed his life to Paul. His brother. The hero. Who knew what Paul would have become if he�d reached adulthood?
The men who�d died, the nine patients next to him in the ward. Did he owe something to them too? Did he owe his country something? He�d been presented with a choice, a challenge, the chance to prove himself, to make amends. He checked his watch. 24 hours to decide whether or not he was willing to go through with it.
There was someone he had to talk to before making the decision. The one person who could help him, a man who had spent 20 years putting his career as soldier before and above anything else, before his wife, before his children. A man he hadn�t spoken to for the better part of three years. A man he did his best to avoid. His father, Archie Hartman.
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Centurion International, Los Angeles
Harvey Newman drove his Lexus SUV out of Centurion�s head office on Wiltshire Boulevard. From the air-conditioned building to the air-conditioned car with its soft leather seats, surround-sound stereo. Such pampering. He�d given up soldiering 20 years ago but he still couldn�t get used to the luxury of his civilian life. The complacent ease with which rich West Coast folk glided through their cosy existence.
He knew he was one of them, if not in spirit, then at least in terms of the money in his bank account. Enough money to get invited to the Polo club, to all the right cocktail parties and tennis tournaments. As if he gave a damn. In a town that made its millions from the entertainment industry, he�d never felt at home. Centurion was his baby. His business. He�d built it up from scratch, from a rag-tag group of mercenaries paid to protect oil interests in West Africa to a billion dollar defence contractor advising the Bush administration on security in Iraq. More money than he�d ever dreamed possible. Modern warfare was an expensive and risky business and the last three presidents had shown themselves to be more than happy to farm it out to private companies like Centurion.
No, the L.A lifestyle didn�t suit him. Give him the unforgiving desert sun any day, the ice-cold nights that followed, or the steaming heat of the jungle, the need to live on your wits. That was where he felt alive. Not here, surrounded by gym-buffed men who wouldn�t know how to throw a punch if their pay check depended on it.
He�d chosen Beverley Hills as the location for his head office at the request of his third wife. She was thirty years younger than him, had been in the same school year as his daughter. She was also a professional blonde, a fitness instructor with one of those toned L.A bodies he loved to bounce about in the sack. At least he�d loved it at the start. Now they�d been together a few years the blowjobs had all but dried up and she was getting more and more reluctant to submit to his sexual power games. He was beginning to wonder whether to move on to wife number four. No hurry though, the cute little Mexican housekeeper, Juanita, was quite content to flick up the back of her skirt, let him satisfy his more unconventional urges. As long as he kept up the steady flow of expensive gifts.
He pulled onto the freeway and drove hard, along the broad boulevard, then took the turning for the coast road. He needed to let off steam. Get away from the irritations of the office. The inability of his staff to do even the simplest task grated. He checked himself. That wasn�t fair. His staff were good, loyal, reliable. It had been a mistake to employ Monsieur Blanc, that was all. His deputy director had suggested it and the man had been highly recommended. Not for the first time in his professional life, Harvey was reminded you could only rely on your own judgement. Don�t trust another person�s opinion. He couldn�t work out if Monsieur Blanc�s delaying tactics were a ploy to squeeze more money out of him or if the guy was just incompetent. Neither did a great deal to endear the man.
He parked the SUV beside a deserted stretch of highway and climbed out, looking over the ocean. The sea was a deep azure blue, white horses riding high on the waves, a fine spray coming off. No way of getting to the water, you�d have to jump out over the rocks and let yourself fall twenty feet. Looked like there was quite a current judging by the swell. A difficult climb back up to the coast road.
That decided it. Harvey pulled off his clothes and threw them in the back of the car, stood for a moment in his shorts, enjoying the warm sun on his sixty-year-old body. He walked calmly to the edge and jumped outwards. A shallow dive, in case of rocks below the surface, then a one-hour swim straight out into the ocean. Another hour to come back, depending on the current. This was his kind of work out. An unknown test for the body, a check he still had the strength and stamina he�d enjoyed in his youth. The water felt good, he could work the tension loose from his muscles, enjoy the sense of freedom he�d known as young man, swimming for California State.
And it helped him to think. The solitude focused his mind. He sensed Monsieur Blanc needed some kind of ultimatum but Harvey didn�t like to make threats. He was a man of action. No point in threatening someone, better just to get on with it. Leave the consequences as a clear warning to others.
The climb back up the rocks hurt. More than once his limbs, aching from the sustained strain of swimming against the current, threatened to relinquish their grip on the narrow ledges and cracks. He didn�t let them, willed them to pull him up the steep rock face. Exhausted but satisfied, he rolled over the top and stretched out in the sun beside his car. Two more days, that was all he was going to give Monsieur Blanc. He�d fly the company jet to London and if the man didn�t have the ten devices he�d be finished.
Harvey breathed deeply, got reluctantly into the mollycoddling car. Maybe he should just buy a second-hand army jeep. The physical effort had left him drained, but not so much he wasn�t going to try his luck with Juanita at the pool house when he got home.
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A thousand miles away, under the dreary grey sky of a South London suburb, Jack unlatched the rotten garden gate and headed up the path to the front door. The house was looking worse than when he�d left two years ago. More paint peeling off the window ledges, a couple more tiles loose on the mossy roof. Other houses in the street seemed smarter, newly renovated into flats for young families. His dad�s dilapidated 1930s semi looked plain sorry for itself.
He leant on the buzzer, casting a quick glance round the garden, overgrown and untidy. He prayed his father was having a good day. If it was a good day there was a chance he�d have got out of bed, might even have showered and brushed his teeth. A bad day and he wouldn�t even make it to the door. Probably just be lying passed out in the hallway, surrounded by cans of cheap lager.
He�d told Amanda he�d meet her back in Cambridge. He wasn�t quite ready to introduce her to his father, wasn�t quite sure he�d ever be ready for that but especially not at this early stage. And he wasn�t exactly proud of the house his father had moved them to in his mid-teens either, the state it had fallen into.
Still no answer. He refused to remove his finger from the doorbell, knowing full well how much the sound of it irritated his father. Eventually a thumping down the stairs, a shadowy form through the glass. Door open, face unshaven, hair skew-whiff, but other than that perfectly presentable. Well, as presentable as anyone wearing a dressing gown over Bermuda shorts and a Hawaiian shirt could look.
�Jack.� He said, scratching his head as if trying to remember something. �Shouldn�t you be at Oxford?�
Jack sighed, �Cambridge dad. I�m studying at Cambridge. Thought I�d pay you a visit.� He pushed past him into the house.
�How you doing these days?� He asked, casting a critical eye about the place. The rooms could do with an airing, but other than that it wasn�t too untidy. The furniture his mother had chosen before she left was still wrapped in plastic packaging in the living room, the hallway his dad had started to paint a lurid orange in one of his drunken stupors still half painted in lurid orange.
�I see you haven�t finished redecorating,� Jack said. His dad closed the front door. �No son, been busy with a new job, would you believe it,� Jack wouldn�t believe it, but he didn�t bother saying so.
�Can I get you a drink?� He opened the fridge and pulled out a couple of beers. Jack checked his watch. nine am. He shook his head.
�Bit early for me dad, thanks. I�ll put a brew on.�
�Please yourself,� his father said, looking about in a draw for a bottle opener. He couldn�t find one and cracked the top off with his teeth instead. Two swallows and the bottle was emptied. He belched. �I�ll have a cuppa too lad if you don�t mind. Don�t suppose you bought any milk?� Jack shook his head.
�There should be some of the powdered stuff in the cupboard.� Jack pulled a jar of Carnation milk from the cupboard, the label stained and yellow with age. He heaped two teaspoons of the creamy white powder into the tea. One or two flecks of white swirled on the surface, unwilling to dissolve.
�What�s this new job then dad?� He asked, passing him the mug. His dad looked at him cautiously, his bloodshot eyes focussing, taking in his appearance for the first time. Jack was still wearing the ill-fitting suit MI6 had loaned him and full-on Robinson Crusoe beard. Looked pretty pale too. He wanted to ask if anything was the matter, but worried he might sound like a hypocrite. After all, he hadn�t asked how the boy was at any point during the last two years.
�Come upstairs, I�ll show you.� He said, �Mind the ash tray on your way up.� Jack stepped over a plate piled with fag ash on the third step and followed his father into the spare room.
�This is mission control.� His dad announced proudly. A desk was set up by the window, two more on either side. Four screens on the main desk and two computer towers beneath it. Every available surface was covered in a jumble of notebooks and pens, textbooks and ashtrays. Empty bottles of beer lay carelessly discarded and copies of the Financial Times were strewn over the floor. Jack looked at one of the screens. It showed the FTSE 100, share prices on a live feed. Another screen showed oil futures, Bloomberg updates in one corner, Reuters in another.
Jack didn�t know what to say, he suspected his father had been the victim of some elaborate con, a salesman who had persuaded him to invest thousands in a home office, earn a fortune playing the markets from the comfort of your own home.
�I�ve found it son.� He announced proudly.
�Found what?� Jack asked. He�d come here hoping to get some advice, from what he�d seen so far it looked like his father was in far greater need of help than he was.
�Money. In those screens, in those little numbers running up and down. I�ve found it. Money just waiting to be taken.� Jack looked at the screens, then back at his father. His eyes had taken on an unnatural brightness, a zealous convert to a new religion. Jack shook his head. Why had he thought coming here would be a good idea?
�You don�t believe me do you? Don�t blame you. See those flight cases up there in the cupboard? They�re full of cash, stuffed to the brim with it.�
�Of course they are dad.� Jack replied, not bothering to get up.
�I�ve been playing the markets,� he announced sagely, pulling another bottle from his dressing gown pocket and putting it to his lips. �Seems I have a bit of a knack for it. You sit here, watch what�s happening. Leverage your position, sell short, do a little spread betting.�
Jack nodded his head grimly. His father had gotten involved in countless get-rich quick schemes since he retired from the army in his early forties, dog breeding, snail farming, the pub he�d bought a share of then proceeded to drink into the ground. Didn�t take long for him to burn through the nest egg his more prudent mother had ensured they set aside. At least this one seemed pretty harmless. As long as he was only risking his own money.
�And you�ve wisely decided to stash your cash in those flight cases up there?� Jack asked sarcastically. His father shook his head.
�No no no no.� He replied quickly, as if Jack had suggested something perfectly ludicrous. �That�s just a little taster. I called up the bank manager and asked him to bring round something from the account. I,� he looked briefly embarrassed, �I just wanted to check it was real, make sure I wasn�t fooling myself. You know how fuzzy I can get after a couple of beers. Anyway, he was more than happy to, turned up in person in a security van, would you believe it.� His dad laughed.
�Are you sure he wasn�t riding a pink elephant?� Jack asked, his face deadpan. His father pretended not to hear him and downed the rest of his beer.
�You want to take some? Help towards those expensive Oxford fees?�
�Cambridge dad, it�s Cambridge. And no, I�m fine.� He said, not wanting to see his father�s face when he opened the suitcases to reveal a couple of moth eaten army uniforms, a few keepsakes of his mother. His dad nodded, only half listening. �Like your independence eh? Good, good.� He put the empty beer bottle down and leant towards him, his face serious. �Now Jack, tell me why you�re really here. You don�t call for two years and then you turn up out the blue. You in some kind of trouble?�
Jack swallowed the last gulp of tea. He hadn�t really thought about how to put this.
�I�m not in trouble. Not exactly, I mean it�s something I can walk away from.� He was aware of his dad�s eyes burrowing into him; the haziness of his gaze had been replaced with a steely concentration. An expression Jack did not recognise.
�The government wants me to do something for them. It�ll sound ridiculous if I try and explain it, but basically it�s an exchange, a small computer programme they want me to hand over.�
�Who to?� His dad said quickly.
�Um, don�t know. That�s what they want to find out.�
�Don�t do it.� His dad replied flatly.
He was surprised by the forcefulness of his father�s reaction. The intensity of the expression on his face. More than that, he was surprised at how easily the bumbling, alcohol-soaked persona had fallen away.
Jack frowned, �that�s it?� he said. �I haven�t even explained what this is all about�� His dad held up his hand, placed a finger over his lips.
�You don�t have to. You�ve told me enough. The people who�ve asked you to do this are sending you in blind, either because they don�t want you to know who you�re dealing with, or because they don�t actually know. You asked for my advice so I�m telling you. Don�t work on those terms. One thing you learn pretty quick in the army, never work with lying bastards or idiots. Both are liable to get you killed.�
Jack bit his lip and looked away. Were things really that simple? His dad had made a career out of giving up and walking away, why should he expect anything different in the advice he offered?
�Look,� his dad said. �You�re not convinced. I�m not going to try and persuade you and I�m not going to ask you why you�re doing this, or how you got into it. But I will say this, if you�re going to go through with it, keep your eyes and ears wide open. Whatever is said, assume the opposite could also apply, whatever they ask you to do, make sure you have your own exit strategy. Where is this going to happen, UK or overseas?�
�UK. Tomorrow evening.�
�Where?�
�Cambridge, not sure yet.�
�Want me there?� Jack raised his eyebrows, thrown off balance. �No, don�t think so. Should be fine.� He said at last. His dad looked unconvinced.
�What kind of kit are they giving you?�
�I don�t know, nothing. There�ll be other people there.� He said weakly. His dad shook his head.
�This stinks Jack. You know more about it than I do but to me it stinks.� He scratched at his tangle of grey hair, �let me just say this, whatever you�ve got yourself caught up in, you need to decide where your priorities lie. Don�t step up to a challenge for the sake of it, to see if you can dodge bullets, don�t do it unless you know exactly what you�re letting yourself in for.�
Jack nodded. For a man on his third beer of the morning who looked like he�d selected his clothes by running at his neighbour�s washing line with his arms outstretched, his father made a certain amount of sense.
�Thanks, I�ll think on it,� he said and got up slowly, nodding; his dad waved him away.
�Don�t mention it,� he said, reaching for another swig of beer. �Oh, one more thing Jack, before you go.� Jack turned to face him, he had opened the cupboard and was ferreting about, pulling clothes from the shelves and letting them land in an untidy pile on the floor.
�Here it is, knew I�d put it somewhere safe,� he said at last, handing Jack a battered Omega diver�s watch, the face scratched, the metal strap scuffed. Jack looked at it uncertainly.
�My birthday�s in May dad, and there�s really no need.�
�It�s not for your birthday, it�s for luck,� his father said, eyes gleaming with something stronger than booze, hands pulling at Jack�s wrist, undoing the strap of his cheap Casio, yanking it off, adjusting the Omega and fastening it in place. Jack winced, surprised at the strength that flowed from his father�s hands, unnerved by the intensity of his expression.
�Promise me you won�t take it off,� he said. Jack could feel his wrist beginning to go numb, his father�s grip tightening.
�Promise me.�
�Alright, alright.� Jack said at last. Archie released his grip, and smiled into the distance as Jack rubbed his arm, tried to get the blood flowing again.
�That chunk of metal has seen more action than most soldiers manage in an entire career,� he said proudly. �Think of it as a talisman. Like the ring they have to protect in that Harry Potter film.� Jack couldn�t help but smile, no point in correcting him.
�Whatever dad.�
Archie watched through the window as Jack headed down the road, away from the house. He knew one thing, he wasn�t going to leave the safety of his son to the spooks in MI6. He knew from bitter experience half of them couldn�t even shoot straight. Had a bullet lodged in his shoulder that still gave him the occasional pain from an op against the IRA he�d worked on with them in the 80s.
He reached into the cupboard he�d taken the watch from, pulled out a small leather briefcase, opened it up, flicked up the screen and waited for the signal. It was an old piece of kit, a relic from the cold war. He�d swiped it from a warehouse as a souvenir before he was discharged, played around with it, changed the battery, made a few alterations. It worked ok but wouldn�t have a range of more than a couple of hundred miles. No, he wasn�t leaving Jack in the hands of MI6. He�d follow him, but at a discreet distance. He wasn�t going to lose a second son.
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Jack swallowed the last gulp of tea. He hadn�t really thought about how to put this.
�I�m not in trouble. Not exactly, I mean it�s something I can walk away from.� He was aware of his dad�s eyes burrowing into him; the haziness of his gaze had been replaced with a steely concentration. An expression Jack did not recognise.
�The government wants me to do something for them. It�ll sound ridiculous if I try and explain it, but basically it�s an exchange, a small computer programme they want me to hand over.�
�Who to?� His dad said quickly.
�Um, don�t know. That�s what they want to find out.�
�Don�t do it.� His dad replied flatly.
He was surprised by the forcefulness of his father�s reaction. The intensity of the expression on his face. More than that, he was surprised at how easily the bumbling, alcohol-soaked persona had fallen away.
Jack frowned, �that�s it?� he said. �I haven�t even explained what this is all about�� His dad held up his hand, placed a finger over his lips.
�You don�t have to. You�ve told me enough. The people who�ve asked you to do this are sending you in blind, either because they don�t want you to know who you�re dealing with, or because they don�t actually know. You asked for my advice so I�m telling you. Don�t work on those terms. One thing you learn pretty quick in the army, never work with lying bastards or idiots. Both are liable to get you killed.�
Jack bit his lip and looked away. Were things really that simple? His dad had made a career out of giving up and walking away, why should he expect anything different in the advice he offered?
�Look,� his dad said. �You�re not convinced. I�m not going to try and persuade you and I�m not going to ask you why you�re doing this, or how you got into it. But I will say this, if you�re going to go through with it, keep your eyes and ears wide open. Whatever is said, assume the opposite could also apply, whatever they ask you to do, make sure you have your own exit strategy. Where is this going to happen, UK or overseas?�
�UK. Tomorrow evening.�
�Where?�
�Cambridge, not sure yet.�
�Want me there?� Jack raised his eyebrows, thrown off balance. �No, don�t think so. Should be fine.� He said at last. His dad looked unconvinced.
�What kind of kit are they giving you?�
�I don�t know, nothing. There�ll be other people there.� He said weakly. His dad shook his head.
�This stinks Jack. You know more about it than I do but to me it stinks.� He scratched at his tangle of grey hair, �let me just say this, whatever you�ve got yourself caught up in, you need to decide where your priorities lie. Don�t step up to a challenge for the sake of it, to see if you can dodge bullets, don�t do it unless you know exactly what you�re letting yourself in for.�
Jack nodded. For a man on his third beer of the morning who looked like he�d selected his clothes by running at his neighbour�s washing line with his arms outstretched, his father made a certain amount of sense.
�Thanks, I�ll think on it,� he said and got up slowly, nodding; his dad waved him away.
�Don�t mention it,� he said, reaching for another swig of beer. �Oh, one more thing Jack, before you go.� Jack turned to face him, he had opened the cupboard and was ferreting about, pulling clothes from the shelves and letting them land in an untidy pile on the floor.
�Here it is, knew I�d put it somewhere safe,� he said at last, handing Jack a battered Omega diver�s watch, the face scratched, the metal strap scuffed. Jack looked at it uncertainly.
�My birthday�s in May dad, and there�s really no need.�
�It�s not for your birthday, it�s for luck,� his father said, eyes gleaming with something stronger than booze, hands pulling at Jack�s wrist, undoing the strap of his cheap Casio, yanking it off, adjusting the Omega and fastening it in place. Jack winced, surprised at the strength that flowed from his father�s hands, unnerved by the intensity of his expression.
�Promise me you won�t take it off,� he said. Jack could feel his wrist beginning to go numb, his father�s grip tightening.
�Promise me.�
�Alright, alright.� Jack said at last. Archie released his grip, and smiled into the distance as Jack rubbed his arm, tried to get the blood flowing again.
�That chunk of metal has seen more action than most soldiers manage in an entire career,� he said proudly. �Think of it as a talisman. Like the ring they have to protect in that Harry Potter film.� Jack couldn�t help but smile, no point in correcting him.
�Whatever, dad.�
Archie watched through the window as Jack headed down the road, away from the house. He knew one thing, he wasn�t going to leave the safety of his son to the spooks in MI6. He knew from bitter experience half of them couldn�t even shoot straight. Had a bullet lodged in his shoulder that still gave him the occasional pain from an op against the IRA he�d worked on with them in the 80s.
He reached into the cupboard he�d taken the watch from, pulled out a small leather briefcase, opened it up, flicked up the screen and waited for the signal. It was an old piece of kit, a relic from the cold war. He�d swiped it from a warehouse as a souvenir before he was discharged, played around with it, changed the battery, made a few alterations. It worked ok but wouldn�t have a range of more than a couple of hundred miles. No, he wasn�t leaving Jack in the hands of MI6. He�d follow him, but at a discreet distance. He wasn�t going to lose a second son.
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Monsieur Blanc sat at his corner table in the Wolseley. The restaurant was reputed to serve the best breakfast in London. So far he had sampled a glutinous, salty, mixture which tasted like oat-based wallpaper paste and a plate of spiced sausage, which he preferred. He was about to tuck into Eggs Benedict when he noticed a nervous looking creature making her way hesitantly past the army of waiters, uncomfortable in these plush surroundings.
By contrast Monsieur Blanc felt perfectly at home in the high-ceilinged room, with its wood-panelled walls and black and white marble floor was similar to the atrium at his chateau in the south of France.
�Bonjour ma tr�s Ch�re,� he said, standing up to greet her, offering his most sincere smile. She nodded, casting a quick glance about her, appearing to all intents and purposes thoroughly embarrassed. Mary Dalkeith was not trained as a field operative and had no natural instinct for deception, which was why Sir Clive thought she would be perfect to leak information to Monsieur Blanc. Her awkwardness would be taken for fear, her discomfort for guilt.
�I don�t like meeting in person. It�s a stupid risk.� She announced haughtily, looking furtively about. Monsieur Blanc watched her closely. Her nerves seemed genuine, he had asked her to meet him precisely because he wanted to observe her in person. He had acted on the information she provided on two occasions, first the raid on the lab and second the attempt to snatch the boy from the streets. Both times something had gone wrong. He didn�t like it when things went wrong, it started to make him uneasy, suspicious.
�I am sorry, I do appreciate the risks you are taking, but from what you intimated on the phone I thought it best if we met somewhere neutral, somewhere public.� He noted she hadn�t taken her coat off. Either she was what she said she was, a computer programmer who happened to write code for MI6, barely seeing the light of day in the basement, or she was an exceptional actress. He took in her appearance, the bright blue eyes, the unfashionably cut grey hair, the heavy tweed skirt and dull brown jumper. No make-up and no earrings. A rather dowdy figure. He took an envelope from his pocket and slid it across the table.
�What are you going to do with all this money?� He asked innocently. It wasn�t a great deal of money at all, but he imagined it would be to a low ranking civil servant. Mary looked embarrassed. Sir Clive had prepped her on how to respond. Simply answer truthfully, say what you would spend the money on.
�There�s a cat rescue centre near my house. They�re in desperate need. The amount of maltreated animals in there,� she shuddered. �You�d be horrified at the way some people treat their pets.�
Monsieur Blanc nodded, he had tried cat once but found the meat stringy and unpleasantly flavoured. He had long since ceased to be surprised by Westerners� sentimentality when it came to animals. He suspected someone like Mary Dalkeith would have let him starve as a child so that the mangy neighbourhood cats could be fed.
�If you don�t mind, I do rather need to be getting in to the office. I�m usually at my desk by 8 and if I�m even a little late they might start asking questions.� He nodded.
�Of course. You said you had further news of the final device. How we could locate it.� Mary leant across the table towards him, her voice no more than a whisper.
�MI6 has been tracing him. He went to the hospital yesterday. Addenbrookes. They released him this morning. As far we know the device is still inside him.�
�Where is he now?�
�Back in Cambridge, at his rooms in College.�
�Why hasn�t MI6 taken him in?�
�They�re hoping,� another furtive look around her, �they�re hoping he�ll lead them to you. If they just keep watching.�
Monsieur Blanc nodded, it sounded plausible, but it meant he would have to be very careful when he next made a move on the boy. He couldn�t risk exposing his position, nor could he risk drawing any attention to the people he was working for.
�Thank you, most helpful. You may go now.� He waved her away.
Mary stood up, affronted by the dismissive gesture, stuffing the envelope into her handbag. She bumped into the customer sitting at the chair behind her, making a rather flustered departure. Monsieur Blanc watched her carefully before turning his attention back to the Eggs Benedict. A grey cat hair in the hollandaise sauce. A gift from Ms. Dalkeith. He pushed the plate away in disgust.
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Centurion Offices, L.A.
Harvey checked his watch. Ten to seven. He liked to get to the office early, even if all he had to look forward to was a succession of dull strategy meetings. Still, he could go to Lazy Joe�s for lunch, one of the few places in L.A where they knew how to cook a decent steak. Every cloud had a silver lining, he thought. All he needed now was some good news from Monsieur Blanc.
The reminder that one part of his plan was still unresolved made him grip the wheel tightly, his frustration at having to depend on someone else turning his driving aggressive.
He parked the large SUV expertly in his space outside the main office and nodded at the security guard on his way in.
�Any messages for me?� He asked his receptionist, a sultry Latina called Carla with a taste for designer shoes he was sure she couldn�t afford. Not on the salary he was paying her. He made a mental note to get one of his team run a check on her back accounts, make sure there weren�t any unexplained payments. The last thing he needed was a member of staff selling secrets to fund her shopping habit.
�Good morning, Mr. Newman. Just your wife, reminding you there�s a charity dinner at the Golf Club tonight,� she replied in her soft Hispanic tones, full sunbeam of a smile tilted in his direction.
�How could I forget that, an evening spent shaking hands with some of the most boring people in L.A.� He replied sardonically, his mood softening as he caught a discreet glimpse of the deep crevice between her tanned cleavage, the outline of a lacy bra just visible through the low-cut white blouse. Now that was a welcoming sight in the morning. Maybe he was being too suspicious and the shoes were just fakes, like the tits. The sort of thing his wife could spot a mile off, not that he would ever allow them to meet.
�Hey Harve,� Bob Lowenstein, his second in command and the head of Centurion Systems, their technology division, said as he walked through the door. A tall man with a rangy build. Limbs long enough to ensure he was always picked for the basketball team in his youth, bit of a stoop now he was middle-aged. He had deep-set blue-grey eyes and a habit of squinting into the distance, like an old-style frontiersman checking the horizon for rain clouds.
�Got some test results to take you through before the meeting,� he said in his considered Southern drawl, deep and slow, always careful with his choice of words.
Harvey nodded grimly and gestured for him to go through to his office. He was glad he had other people to deal with the finer points of detail, particularly in relation to the new weapons technology they were developing. It was a world removed from the tools he�d used in his early years of soldiering, the M16s and fixed blade Buck Hunter knives. But it was where the big money lay, the government contracts. He called back over his shoulder, �Couple of coffees please, Carla,� then turned back to Bob, �what you got for me?�
Bob Lowenstein unzipped his laptop from the black carry case and set down the papers he was holding.
�No more progress without new supplies of coltan I�m afraid. And we need a hell of a lot. Can�t complete the circuits without it and until then the project�s pretty much stalled.� Harvey nodded grimly, the conflict in the Congo had taken them by surprise and was disrupting supplies of the rare metal.
�The other elements are all but ready. Prototype is up and running. I�ve got some footage to show you.� He flicked quickly though the files on his laptop, bringing up a video.
�Here,� Bob pointed at the screen. Harvey couldn�t see much, but it looked like a deserted L.A street in a run-down neighbourhood, the neon flicker of a drugstore casting a jagged shadow across the sidewalk, the only indication it was continuous footage and not a single photograph.
�Help me out here Bob, what am I looking for?� Harvey said, not a patient man even at the best of times.
�The doorway, over by the warehouse.� Bob gestured toward the left of the screen. Harvey looked but couldn�t see anything. Just a dull grey bundle of blankets in a dark doorway. They moved slightly, a pale face appearing above them, dark shadows where the eyes should be. The sound of a voice whispering into a mic, PEP test, level 5, subject in range, 200 metres, preparing to engage.
A series of clicks, then a low hum and a whooshing sound. The bundle of blankets leapt upwards, a skinny figure visible, pale and ghostly, his ragged clothes hanging off him as he danced manically, feet on hot coals. A cry of pain distorted the sound recording, even at a distance of 200 metres. Gradually his movements becoming more controlled. The bizarre dance slowing down. Moving towards target, preparing to engage at 50 metres. The voice said through a fizz of static.
�That was 200 metres at level 2?� Harvey asked, admiration in his voice. �Gave him quite a shock.�
�That�s nothing. Wait till you see this.� Bob replied. Target engaged, decreasing intensity to level 6. The voice on the recording continued, camera moving slowly towards the subject. The dull thud of rubber-soled boots on the sidewalk. Harvey could see the fear in the target�s face, he�d caught sight of what was approaching him, head twisting from side to side, lank white-boy dreads swinging with each movement like the tendrils of a jungle vine. Nah man, give it up man. Whatever it was I didn�t do it, I didn�t do shit, his voice was distant, pleading and pathetic. He dug deep in his pockets and threw a handful of scrunched up dollar bills towards the camera, s�all I got, s�all I got man, just take it. The voice choked by fear. Engaging target. The last words the man heard.
Clicks. The low humming sound, then the whoosh. His face, his hands, a bright crimson blister, searing white, a light too bright for the camera. A blank screen.
�Shit,� said Harvey, shaking his head. �Lethal that close, even when you reduce the intensity. What time�s the meeting with the Secretary of State?�
�9am, couple of hours time.�
� We sure as fuck aren�t showing her this. You got the footage of tests you ran on the pigs and goats?�
�Already loaded into the system,� Bob replied, tapping the laptop. �Good work, we need to show them something, the amount of time it�s taking to fulfil the order. What did you do with the body?�
�Nothing,� Bob replied, �left it where it lay. Just like the other times. That was one of Mr. Clive�s more inspired suggestions, testing out new technology on low-lives and junkies.�
�It�s Sir Clive to you, Bob� Harvey replied, imitating the man�s plummy English tones. �Remember that time we forget to introduce him properly to the ambassador? Man, does he have a stick up his ass.� Bob allowed himself a smile, a rare thing.
�He�s coming on line at 8, before the meeting. We�ll have him linked up via secure satellite connection. In glorious technicolour.� He added dryly. Harvey nodded. Sir Clive was a valuable addition to the board, with political connections and access to intelligence even Centurion found hard to come by. He was expensive, but so far worth it. As long as his plan to secure the coltan mines in the Congo worked out.



23

Jack looked out of the train window, one London suburb merging into the next. His father�s words playing over and over in his head. A scratched record. This stinks Jack�you need to decide where your priorities lie. He�d gone against that, decided to go back to Sir Clive, allow MI6 to stitch the phoney device back into his abdomen. The numbness from the local anaesthetic was beginning to tingle at the edges, but they�d assured him it would last long enough to mean he felt no pain when it was cut out again.
�Don�t worry Jack, we�ll be with you every step of the way,� Sir Clive had said, placing a hand firmly on his shoulder, an expression close to pride in his eyes. The boy had stepped up to the mark, risen to the challenge. Sir Clive was surprised. He was also very relieved.
�I can�t promise you�ll come to no harm but I can promise we�ll do our damndest to prevent it. We�ll be in the next room, watching everything as it happens.� Jack had nodded, Sir Clive was convincing and he didn�t yet have the hard-won cynicism of his father.
They�d given him four cameras, told him to place one in each corner of the room, and a tiny pinhead camera, which he pushed into the lapel of his jacket. They�d sync them up on a live feed to a computer in the next room.
�If there�s even the slightest hint that they intend to take you out we�ll be there in a second. But we have to let them have a shot at stealing the device, let them think they�ve got away with it. We need to follow them, see where they lead us.�
He�d stepped away from his desk, moved towards the window, the view of the Thames.
�You�re doing an important thing, Jack, I hope you realise that,� he said, looking out over the river. �A serious step forward for Cyber Crime. For the safety of the UK against a potential attack.� Jack had nodded. Still not sure of his motivation, he was almost satisfied he had made the right choice. It was the danger that appealed to him, the chance to be tested. And somewhere at the back of his mind the unshakeable, irrational idea that Paul would have done the same thing. Jack wanted to see if he measured up.
The train pulled into Cambridge station. Jack eased himself out of his seat. It felt strange to be arriving in the university town without any luggage, without bags and suitcases he brought up at the start of each term, and for a very different purpose. Out of the corner of his eye he saw the two secret service men Sir Clive had instructed to stay with him. They did a good job of blending in amongst the tourists, didn�t have any of the military stiffness he�d expected. He hailed a cab outside the station. Normally he would never have taken one for the ten-minute journey to College, he was too frugal a student, but today was different. He had enough on his mind without worrying about whether the walk would upset the hastily stitched together wound in his side.
The roads were clear. The journey uneventful. A typically cloudy Cambridge sky above him. He made his way through King�s, the College the same as ever. Tourists taking photos of the Chapel. Students playing pool in the bar, laughing, drinking away the Sunday afternoon. He recognised a couple of them from his Computer Science class. Geeky guys but interesting to hang around with, full of facts, good on a pub quiz team. The normality of the life he no longer enjoyed called out to him. Like a dream that stayed with you when you woke. Forget it, he thought to himself, at least for now. Wait and see what the next twenty-four hours hold.



24

Human nature. The one thing no amount of careful planning and preparation can fully predict. Ahmed Seladin was seated in the back of a Mercedes people carrier listening to Monsieur Blanc�s instructions. Normally a careful, calm, if quietly calculating man, he had been driven to the edge of paranoia by lack of sleep and the constant unrelenting pressure to complete the mission. He was also beginning to doubt whether he would ever get away, whether Monsieur Blanc would pay him and let him fly back to Morocco or simply have him dispatched, throat slit and buried in some dark and damp woodland on the edge of Cambridge.
�Please Monsieur Blanc, take me through this again, just so I�m clear,� Ahmed said, a nervous smile on his lips. Monsieur Blanc raised his eyebrows, the Moroccan was beginning to trouble him. He�d had his doubts ever since he read the initial report on the man. It described in detail the rumours that buzzed around him when he was a surgeon, the accusations he had abused his position of trust with female patients. Monsieur Blanc did not approve, but he was singularly limited in the people he could recruit for the task. Although ruthless in business there were certain values he considered sacrosanct. The Catholic education drilled into him as a boy was not easily discarded.
Monsieur Blanc opened up the tourist map of Cambridge. �King�s College is here, the boy�s room is in third court, over here.� He pointed his stubby finger at the map. �He�ll be there this afternoon. If he isn�t there when we get there we wait. Once he arrives you remove the device. The car will meet us back here. We drive to a private airfield. As agreed we�ll move funds to your account once we�re in the air. We�ll drop you in Morocco.�
Ahmed�s eyes widened. Although the choice of words had been innocent, a vision of one of Monsieur Blanc�s team pushing him out through an open aeroplane door, falling thousands of feet to his death, swam before his eyes. He forced another of his sickly smiles.
�Yes, yes I see. And it is a good plan. But the thing that troubles me, Monsieur Blanc, is the boy. You did not see him with the attackers earlier. He was very quick, very, what is the word? Efficient. I would feel more comfortable if I had some form of protection for myself. A gun for example.�
Monsieur Blanc looked at him for a moment. The man looked on edge, close to panic. A dangerous state for a man with a gun. On the other hand, if he didn�t give him a weapon he suspected the man might simply flip. Refuse to fulfil his part of the bargain, extract the device.
�Very well, Dr. Seladin. You will have your gun.� Monsieur Blanc reached behind him and unlocked the flight case containing the two spare Glock 45s. He handed one over. �I trust you know how to use that thing?�
Dr. Seladin nodded, greedily taking the gun, turning it over in his hands, examining it. One of the few things he been successful at during his brief period in military service was target practice. He tucked the weapon into his jacket pocket.
The driver leaned over his shoulder and spoke quietly to Monsieur Blanc. It is time, he whispered. Monsieur Blanc nodded. He passed a map and a digital camera to Dr.Seladin. �Hold these, try to look a little more like a tourist and little less like a terrorist.�



25

Carla entered Harvey�s office and placed the coffee on his desk, flashing another of her seductive smiles at the boss.
�I�ll be at my desk if you need anything,� she said, somehow managing to make the phrase sound both innocent and loaded at the same time.
�Can that woman actually type?� Bob asked once she�d left the room. Harvey nodded, �she types, does great shorthand, manages my diary and makes a damn good coffee,� he said. Bob sipped the coffee, his face said he didn�t think the coffee was that great, but he didn�t bother speaking his mind, didn�t have to.
Harvey found that part of his character grated. The impression he gave that he knew more than you, but wasn�t going to bother explaining because you probably wouldn�t understand.
Still, you had to give the man his due, an astrophysicist, who�d graduated top of his year group at Harvard then gone on to complete his doctorate before he turned 24, followed by a highly successful career in research and development at a number of blue chip defence firms. The man had earned certain privileges, he obviously thought not explaining himself was one of them.
It was Bob�s suggestion they develop a PEP device and the suggestion had taken Harvey by surprise. Pulsed energy projectile weapons, known as PEPS, had been around since early 2000. Large prototypes, vehicle mounted non-lethal weapons sold as a means of crowd control to an assortment of friendly dictators. They emitted an infrared laser pulse using the chemical deuterium fluoride. The plasma produced exploded on impact. A small dose delivered quite a shock. A large dose simply burnt up those who got in the way. The weapon they�d developed could fire that dose over an area fifty metres in length and ten metres in depth, or it could be set to pin point one particular target.
So far no one had been able to get them down in size to something an infantryman could carry, not without reducing their effectiveness. Bob�s Systems and Development division had finally achieved it, that was until the conflict in the Congo had disrupted supplies of coltan, the only place with a large enough quantity of the ore in the ground to enable them to meet the contract they�d secured with the Defence Department.
Bob�s mobile buzzed. He flipped open the receiver, muttered a series of low �hmms� that sounded like a fly buzzing against a window pane, and turned on the screen that sat at one end of the boardroom table.
�Sir Clive�s online,� he said.
�Sir Clive, how you doing?� Harvey announced loudly to the less than impressed features of Sir Clive Mortimer. �Not interrupting your Sunday afternoon are we?� Sir Clive waved at them irritably; he was dressed in a dinner jacket and white bow tie.
�Well, I was rather hoping to catch the end of the matinee. It�s bloody difficult to get tickets for this performance of Tosca, but you did say it was urgent and I think you pay me enough to warrant me leaving the opera.�
�The heroine throws herself off a cliff.� Bob said, deadpan. Harvey raised his eyebrows; he knew Bob had a range of interests but he hadn�t ever pictured him tucking his long limbs into the stalls at the Met and settling in for a night of overweight caterwauling.
Sir Clive laughed, �and they say you chaps have no sense of irony.�
�How did it go with the boy, is he willing to play a part in this, let them take the tenth device?� Harvey asked.
�He�s on board. Taking to this like a duck to water. I spun him the line we agreed, nuclear bomb for the Internet, cyber terrorism, usual schtick. Same stuff I use on government ministers. If those cynical bastards fall for it then anyone will. If he comes through this I�m thinking of offering him a job. What about Monsieur Blanc, you heard any more from him?�
Harvey shifted in his seat. �Not yet, but he assures me he has matters in hand,� he replied.
�As well he bloody should, the amount of leaked information we�re spoon-feeding him.� Sir Clive replied indignantly. �He�s already made a balls-up of this twice. If he can�t get the devices to the buyer in the Congo then we�ll have no excuse to invade the bloody country, and you won�t get your precious coltan.� Harvey gritted his teeth, no one in his company ever spoke to him like that. Bob watched him warily, wondering if he would lash out. He breathed deeply, bringing himself under control. He needed the whinging Brit on side. Might as well let it go for now.
�Like I said, Monsieur Blanc assures me he has matters in hand. From where I�m sitting there isn�t a lot we can do. You sure your boy isn�t about to go all Kung Fu on the man and will let him take the device?�
�I am sure, yes.� Sir Clive replied confidently. �We�ve pumped him full of painkiller and made it clear we�ll step in if necessary.�
�And he believed you?� Bob asked incredulously.
�He did Bob, yes. Like I say, he�s cut from a different cloth to the average boy. Stroke of luck for us.�
Of course if he hadn�t woken up in the lab before the team got there we wouldn�t be in this mess, Harvey thought, but again he kept it to himself.



26

Clement Nbotou checked his watch. The shiny Rolex glinting against his dark skin. It was the one extravagance he allowed himself when out in the jungle, and the only reason it stayed attached to his wrist was because his troops assumed it was a fake. If they thought for one moment it was real he had no doubt they would take it from him with a machete. He might control the largest Islamist militia in the Eastern Congo but mercenaries were still mercenaries, and the temptation to steal such a prize would be hard to resist. Besides, they were a rag-tag bunch, poor as dirt and half of them barely as tall as the AK47s they slung over their shoulders. A professional army would demolish them on open ground. Here in the jungle, where their enemies were other child soldiers, civilians, and the occasional chancers who decided to open up their own mine and dig for coltan, they were cruelly effective.
The journey from the capital city, Kinshasa, to the North Kivu district was by private plane. A twin-engine Cessna that belonged to a UK mining corporation. They let him use it from time to time. They had little choice; if they wanted to pursue their mining operations unhindered they had to make certain concessions. In Kinshasa, Clement had attended to business matters. For these he wore a dark-blue Armani suit and cream shirt, which he changed several times a day to stay fresh. He liked to upset the preconceptions of the people he did business with, the Chinese and Indian businessmen who expected him to arrive in military get-up, greasy from the jungle, bandoliers swung over each shoulder.
Once the air-conditioned Mercedes reached the airport he�d changed into combat fatigues, ready to assume the role of commander over the forces that kept control of over half of the region�s coltan mines. Most of the area was under his command now, and the miners who weren�t knew they had to expect him to interfere with their exports, seize control of their shipments.
Clement pulled a small velvet jewellery bag from his top pocket and spread the blue-grey metal out on the tray in front of him. Columbite tantalite. Known to everyone in the Eastern Congo as coltan. You never knew what would become valuable, what mineral the rest of the world would suddenly decide it couldn�t do without. Rubber in the previous century, then industrial diamonds, gold for fillings and cables. Tantalum extracted from coltan. Its chemical inertness, high melting point and superb conductor qualities meant it was highly sought-after for capacitors in mobile phones and personal computers. Weapon technology too. Any kind of complex circuitry.
Clement shook his head. It was also extremely rare. Only one area in the world produced the metal in sufficient quantities and he had most of that area under his command. He didn�t care what they used it for, as long as the money ended in his Swiss bank account he was happy to keep control over the supply chain, disrupt the efforts of his competitors, use whatever means necessary.
He looked out the window at the lush green of the vegetation below. One of the most fertile countries on the planet, rich in mineral resources, but saddled with successive governments that were too weak, too fractured by infighting and ethnic wars to impose any kind of order. And the UN had spectacularly failed to prevent the fighting. It was a country where ruthless and uncompromising men like Clement could flourish. You either took control of that world, or it took control of you, he had discovered at an early age.
Monsieur Blanc was scheduled to arrive that afternoon. Flying into the same airstrip he was using. The unapologetically overweight Chinaman had provided him with a steady and reasonably priced supply of AK47s for many years, and had even supplied some of the larger American-built anti-aircraft rocket launchers they could bolt to the back of Toyota jeeps. He drew the line at landmines, which had surprised Clement, but he understood that every man had his limits, regardless of how illogical they might seem to an outsider.
It was Monsieur Blanc who had first mentioned the Internet bomb to him. Told him about a source he had in British intelligence who was developing a very particular type of remote detonation device, something to turn the virtual world on its head. Clement had listened politely, a patient smile on his lips. He had no interest in the devices themselves, in his world they would have little practical application, but he was at heart a trader, and he identified quickly the potential profit for such a device on the open market. His contacts in the Islamist militias knew people across the seas, Afghanistan militants with access to oil money, people who could use the technology and were prepared to pay a high price for it. So he had made some inquiries and agreed to meet the fat little Chinaman. He was confident he could secure a good price in the Middle East, whatever the capabilities of the device itself.
The plane tilted, signalling the start of its descent, a downwards swoop towards the runway that brought the lush green landscape closer to the window. His stomach lurched. The part of the journey Clement hated the most. There was always a chance a goat or chicken might wander into the path of the plane, get caught up in the wheels and send them careening into the undergrowth. The pilot held his line. A strip of pristine concrete a mile and a half in length, not the usual make shift jungle airfield of felled trees and flattened grass, reared up in front of them. It had cost Clement a small fortune to build, but when you were in the business of securing yourself a large fortune several times over it was well worth the investment. The wheels touched down with a jolt, the sudden deceleration, the pilot bringing the plane to a standstill, taxiing towards the soldiers grouped around an army jeep.
Clement let out a deep breath. If God had intended him to fly he would have given him wings, as his mother used to say. Instead he had given him a large and powerful frame, hands big enough to wring to the neck of a gazelle and an exceptionally high pain threshold. God had intended him to be a leader, a warrior. His feet should remain on solid ground. He resented having to put his fate in the hands of pilot, even for so brief a flight, regardless of the skill of the man. One of these days he would learn to fly himself. He would make the time.
�Welcome, our leader.� His second-in-command, Uko Nbochigando, addressed him in the local Bantu dialect, their mother tongue, as he climbed down the steps of the plane. The languages and dialects of the region were splintered into as many fragments as the different villages and traditions.
�I trust you had a good flight?� Uko asked, smiling broadly as he removed his aviator sunglasses. The deep scar above his left eye pulled the skin downwards, giving him a quizzical air. Clement didn�t offer any reply other than a grunt. The air was thick with humidity and he could already feel his army shirt sticking to his back.
�Let�s get going. I don�t like hanging around in the open,� he said as he climbed into the back of the jeep. His second-in-command nodded and signalled to the driver to move out. He knew Clement well enough to understand that flying put him in an irritable mood.
The jeep set off down a make-shift track toward their military camp, built in the grounds of a Colonial mansion that had once belonged to a Belgian rubber baron. An hour or so from the runway, depending on the rain and the number of holes that opened up in the dirt road. The Belgians were the first Colonial force to exploit the region�s resources, and they were certainly not the last.
The house the rubber baron built was an anathema in the eastern Congo, no sooner was it finished than the heat and humidity began to peel the paint from its walls, to fracture the elegant stucco and plaster work with unsightly cracks. Despite himself, Clement admired the spirit of the people who had insisted on imposing their will on this environment, forcing the jungle to retreat, cutting back the creepers and the vines, transporting tonnes of raw material along the river to build the place.
It was in a sorry state now, but some of the colonial grandeur remained. The white veranda with its stately columns intact, the tennis court just visible under the moss and tree roots that burst through the asphalt, the piano that played discordantly in what had once been a ball room, its wires rusted and sprung, wooden hammers warped.
Clement cast a glace about the courtyard, taking in the groups of children sitting smoking on ammunition crates, their eyes cold and empty as a spent cartridge, dulled by the work he made them do, the routine killing. They barely registered his presence; they were too busy cooking up bush meat on small fires. There were no salutes in this army. Enough order to ensure they followed commands, enough food to ensure they didn�t steal, and enough of the powerful jungle brew to ensure they didn�t feel. At least not for now. Most of them didn�t think to question his orders. By the age of ten or twelve they�d already been killing for too long.
�I want a full report of the month�s mining activities. Any troops lost, any problems amongst the men. And I want to check the refinery. You said there was a fire there last week.� Clement took a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped the sweat from this forehead. He drew a deep breath, his tone softened, �but I will take my usual refreshment first. You have made a good selection this time I trust? That last jungle cat bit like a python.�
Uko nodded. �Yes sir, I think you will be most satisfied. We took her from a village in the north. They are known for their beauty. She was spirited at first but has become more subdued. We spiked her tea with opium.�
Clement nodded and headed up the curving marble staircase to the rooms he had made into his living quarters. He had a ritual he liked to perform whenever he returned to the jungle. It was, after all, a war zone, and like all generals he was prone to superstition.
He pushed gently at the large double doors and stepped into the chamber. In one corner, near the shuttered window, was a dark figure hunched up in a red sarong. A young girl, eyes wide with fear, no more than 13 years of age.
The room was cool after the heat of the jungle, cool as a tomb. In the half-light he could see tears on her cheeks, a gentle sob interrupted now she saw him. He undid his belt, slowly, thoughtfully, wrapping the long strip of leather round and round his right wrist, buckle facing outwards.
�I hear you�re a tough little thing. You know what we do with tough meat?� He said standing over her, his body odour thick and unpleasant. The girl shook her head vigorously from side to side.
�We beat it till its tender. You going to be a tough girl?� Another shake of the head, even stronger.
�Good, good girl,� Clement replied, before raising his hand and delivering a slap so hard it knocked one of her teeth half-way across the room.
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Jack opened the door to his College digs warily, half expecting an ambush. Nothing. The room was in the same mess it had been when he left it three weeks ago. Piles of books on his desk and on the floor. Most of them from the library and overdue. A mug that looked like it may contain a new strand of penicillin in the green mould that covered the inside, a stash of laundry spilling over from a basket in the corner. He walked through to the bathroom and splashed some cold water on his face, then unpacked the cameras he�d been given by MI6. They were small, no more than four centimetres in length. He positioned them as he�d been told. High as possible and close to the corners of the room, then checked his watch. How long would he have to wait?
A tap at the door. He steeled himself, not knowing what to expect. One hand on the latch, he opened it.
�Hi Jack, everything ok?� The MI6 officer who�d sat near him on the train. He cast an expert eye round the room.
�Cameras are good. We�re synced up in the room across the hallway. Only thing now is to wait.� Jack wondered what Dr. Hargreaves, the famously grumpy emeritus professor in Modern History made of the intrusion into his rooms. He probably didn�t mind, might even have recruited half the current senior managers at MI6.
�Oh here, I almost forgot,� the officer said, passing him a brown paper bag. �Food,� the officer said, in answer to Jack�s puzzled expression. �Try and eat something, there�s no knowing how long the wait will be. Anything else you can do to distract yourself then go ahead and do it, just don�t leave this room.� Jack nodded and placed the bag of food on his desk. What he really wanted to do was call Amanda and let her know what was going on, but Sir Clive had expressly forbidden it.
�You�re to have no contact with anyone, don�t answer your phone, don�t use e-mail. Anyone knocks on your door open it, but tell them you don�t feel well and get rid of them as fast as you can. For their safety as much as yours.� Jack had listened carefully and nodded obediently.
He sat at his desk and emptied the paper bag onto it. Some fruit, chocolate bars, a couple of pork pies and crisps. Coca-Cola. A regular picnic. He picked up a textbook and started reading. Might as well try and make up for those three weeks of study he�d missed.
To his surprise the anxiety of waiting was quickly forgotten. He found his eyelids growing heavy. He lay down on the badly sprung College mattress and shut his eyes, body relaxing, muscles beginning to unknot themselves. His last thought was whether he would be able to convince his attackers he was surprised when they burst through the door.
Somewhere in the darkness an insistent tapping. Knuckle on wood. Jack got up, rubbed his face. There it was again, tap tap tap. He checked his watch, quarter to nine. Would the attackers knock? Seemed unlikely. He got up and switched on the light, opened the door a crack.
It swung hard into his face, a cricket bat bang on his forehead. He stumbled backwards, a boot in his chest, two men pressing down on his wrists, pinning him to the ground. The urge to struggle was strong, to kick out with his legs, flick himself upwards, take them out. He managed to suppress it. A handkerchief stuffed in his mouth, making him want to gag. No blindfold. If they don�t blindfold you, it means they don�t care whether or not you see them, so it�s likely they intend to kill you. Sir Clive had told him calmly, as if he was describing how to pick a winner at Ascot. If that�s the case we�ll move into position.
Jack looked up, a face came into view, someone he recognised. The man from the lab, still dressed in the same grey suit. No white coat this time, just dark circles under the eyes and two days growth of stubble. He looked haggard. There was a jerkiness to his movements, hysteria twitching under the surface. The man knelt down, opened the brief case he was carrying. Jack could see his hands shaking. He expected him to pull out a scalpel, to see the glint of the blade, but his hand held something else.
To the surprise of everyone, not least the two men holding Jack down, the man leapt backwards, waving a gun wildly at the other people in the room. Two shots. Deafening in the enclosed space. Jack felt the pressure on his arms released. Transferred to his stomach. One of the men had collapsed on top of him, the other lay on the floor beside him. Eyes wide open, deathly still, frozen in shock at the unexpected attack.
�Money first. Then I remove the device.� The man�s voice was strained, stretched and distorted by irregular breathing. No response from whoever else was in the room, �I didn�t sign up for this, I�m not having you silence me after all the shit I�ve been through. Not before I�ve been paid.�
A different voice, unusually calm, with a heavy French accent.
�Dr. Seladin, you are making things rather difficult for me. I am not sure what I have done to earn such distrust.� Jack craned his neck upwards. By the doorway was a suited and rather fat Chinese man. His palms open before him, his eyes cool and patient.
�Please cut the device out so we can get on our way; you will get your money,� he added.
�No, we take him with us, I remove the device only after you transfer the funds,� the man stabbed the gun at Monsieur Blanc, emphasising each syllable, his voice a hysterical whisper.
�Very well, but please let us hurry. I know these Colleges have some strange traditions but firing shots in a student�s room is likely to bring unwanted attention.� Dr.Seladin seemed at a loss now that Monsieur Blanc had agreed to his demand. He lowered his weapon a fraction, nodded slightly. That was all Monsieur Blanc needed. He stepped forwards, a flash of metal in his right hand, steel spike up through the man�s rib cage and into his heart.
�Come with me�, he hissed into Jack�s ear, jerking him up by the arm, pressing the spike into his kidney. He marched him along the corridor. Doors had started to open, students appearing in the corridor.
�It�s alright, everything under control, just a couple of fireworks. Chinese New Year. Nothing to worry about.� Monsieur Blanc said as he walked him briskly down the stairs, across Second Court and over the bridge.
Jack kept checking over his shoulder. No intervention from Sir Clive�s team. Were they watching him to see what happened, about make their move? Or were they going to let him be led away by the fat Chinaman? Jack could feel the point of the blade cutting into his side. He could tell from the way the man held it he knew exactly how to use it. Jack might have a chance if he could get a few centimetres between him and the steel but until then he�d have to grin and bear it.
�This way,� the man led him through the iron gates at the rear of the College. A Mercedes people carrier with blacked out windows was waiting at the side of the road. Where the hell was Sir Clive�s team? He hadn�t agreed to let himself be driven off wherever these guys fancied.
Now or never, Jack thought, looking at the cars on the busy road, thinking they would give him some cover if he could get to the other side. A sharp stinging pain in his neck. Vision blurred, legs to jelly. Monsieur Blanc caught him as he collapsed downwards, then he replaced the syringe in his pocket and tried to bundle the boy into the van.
�Problem?� The driver asked over his shoulder.
�You could say that.� Monsieur Blanc replied, out of breath. �We have the tenth device but unfortunately it comes in this rather inconvenient package.� He gestured at the body. The driver jumped out to help him.
�What you want to do?� He asked, surveying the six-foot-five blond-haired figure lying crumpled and unconscious, ankles dangling out the side door. Monsieur Blanc shrugged.
�Take him with us, no time for anything else. Give me a hand, would you, Gustav.�
Through the window of a hired Ford Focus on the other side of the road, Jack�s dad watched the two men bundle his son into the car. His hands gripped the steering wheel tightly. As much to stop them shaking as in anger. He�d seen them take his son, had no opportunity to intervene. He�d also noticed the standard issue MI6 car on the other side of the road. A Vauxhall Astra, windows blacked out, but he was pretty sure there were MI6 surveillance officers inside, ready to follow the Mercedes.
He banged his fists on the steering wheel. How had his son got mixed up in this? Why hadn�t he seen it coming, tried harder to talk him out of it? In his jacket pocket was a hipflask. He reached for it and took a swig of whisky, then threw it down on the floor in disgust. Even now he seemed intent on sabotaging his own efforts at rescue.
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MI6 Headquarters, Vauxhall, London
Sir Clive had watched the video footage on the live feed back in the control room at MI6. Events had taken an unexpected turn, but he refused the team permission to move in and rescue the boy. We need to see where they�re going with this, we have to find out who the buyer is for the devices. He�d hissed into the radio mic. The men on the scene had held back reluctantly.
He knew full well where Monsieur Blanc was headed. Knew about the private plane he had stationed at an airfield just outside Cambridge, knew exactly where that plane was going, and knew that he needed to let the man deliver all ten devices to Clement Nbotou in whatever form he could. If Clement didn�t buy the devices, there�d be no excuse to send in a covert force to take him out. No excuse to secure control of the region under the general�s command. Take over the coltan mines for his friends at Centurion. He checked himself. Friend wasn�t quite the right word, unless you wanted to argue that friendship could be bought.
Harvey Newman had approached him at an arms fair in Houston a couple of years ago. Sir Clive had always found the term fair oddly inappropriate. The annual sales conferences were where the defence industry got together and exhibited their latest weapon technology, setting out stalls and attempting to persuade governments, despots and paranoid billionaires that they really couldn�t do without the latest laser-guided Teflon-coated armour-piercing missile. A business suit and a white-toothed smile from the salesmen as they explained how to maximise lethal force and non-civilian fallout.
Sir Clive was there on business. Not buying, just keeping his eye on the market. A lot of the technology MI6 used they developed themselves, but it was a good place to get ideas, see what other products were out there. It was also useful to see who else was shopping.
He was surprised when a man approached him directly, introduced himself as Harvey Newman. Even more surprised when the man revealed he knew his name. I won�t bullshit you, Sir Clive, I know you�re a busy man. Sir Clive wasn�t in disguise, but then again he wasn�t exactly wearing a name badge either, and he�d flown in on a passport with a different name. His first reaction had been to scan the room, see if he was being set up, check for the exit points and work out how he could get out of there. Harvey caught the discreet glance and understood its meaning.
�Sorry, didn�t mean to startle you,� he said quietly, handing over his business card. �I�m here on business. My company has a stall over on the other side of the room.� Sir Clive read the card, CENTURION, Strategy, Defence and Integrated Weapon Systems. He knew the name, a big player in the American defence industry. Held half the contracts with the US government to provide security for oil companies in Iraq. They�d also managed to avoid any formal investigations into their soldiers, despite allegations some of them were distinctly trigger happy.
�And I�m not trying to sell you anything either,� Harvey added, a broad grin on his suntanned face. �What I would like to do is buy you a coffee, chat a little about what my company does, see if there�s anything that might interest you in the way we work,� he didn�t give much away, but he hoped the Englishman had got the idea there might be something in this for him. Sir Clive nodded. He noted the casual way the man said my company, as if ownership of a multi-billion dollar corporation was something easily achieved, easily maintained. He checked his watch, he had a couple of hours to kill before he had to get to the airport for his flight home, and he certainly knew of the man by reputation. �Why not?� He replied.
Harvey had done his homework before he approached Sir Clive. He knew his abrupt personality had made him enough enemies in the British Secret Service to prevent him from ever being promoted to the top job, Director General, and he knew the salary the man was paid was a pittance compared with what he could get at a private security firm. He also knew he was a resourceful and capable project planner, ruthless when he needed to be, but above all creative in his thinking. Able to anticipate problems and devise a strategy to resolve them before they got out of hand, before others were even aware there was a problem.
Every man had his price, and the sums of money Centurion paid its select group of board members annually were likely to be beyond anything Sir Clive would earn over an entire career in the British Secret Service. But Harvey knew that wouldn�t be enough, the man was no mercenary or he�d have quit the Service and taken his expertise elsewhere long ago. Money might be a factor, but it was no deal breaker. No, he would have to appeal to his wider sensibilities, his vanity, the kick he got from doing a difficult and highly pressurised job to the best of his abilities. Cash was just the sugar coating.
�What can I do for you, Mr. Newman?� Sir Clive asked, as the man set down two huge cardboard beakers full of coffee on the metal table
Harvey smiled. �It�s more a question of what we can do for you.� He took a sip of the tasteless coffee and grimaced. �Ugh, apologies for the dishwater. This country is good at many things but making a decent coffee isn�t one of them.� Sir Clive didn�t say anything, hoping it would encourage the man to get to the point.
�See anything you like at the fair?� Harvey asked. The tactic evidently didn�t work. Sir Clive remained silent, he focused his clear blue eyes on Harvey, unblinking, his mouth set patiently in a neutral expression. Harvey got the message and got to the point.
�We like your work, Sir Clive,� he said, his voice low. �Been watching you for some time. Over in Iraq, in Nigeria. You�re precise, efficient, and have a good handle on the logistics of moving troops about. We like that.� Sir Clive allowed himself a cautious smile, he sensed a sales pitch coming. The man was probably hoping he was in charge of procurement and would put in a hefty order for some over-priced, untested, and probably completely useless missile system.
�We could do with someone like you on our executive board. On a purely consultative basis, not more than one day per month of your time.� Sir Clive was surprised, he hadn�t seen that coming, but he kept his face neutral.
�Why me?� He asked. Harvey nodded. �You have experience in Africa. We need some help there. Some advice. You heard of coltan?� Sir Clive nodded his head.
�Of course. It�s the reason the civilian population in the Eastern Congo is getting the shit kicked out of it by three different countries and a range of militias all at the same time. One of the most beautiful areas of the planet turned into hell on earth. But you don�t need an intelligence chief to tell you that. The Human Rights agencies have been all over it.�
�No, you�re right. We need your advice on a more strategic issue. You see, we need a steady supply of the metal for a new weapon we�re developing, a contract we have with the US government. Not enough is getting through, and when it does, the prices are so high they�re squeezing our profit margins.� He took another swig of the coffee, grimacing. �And we don�t very much like our profit margins being squeezed.�
He opened his brief case and passed a photo across the table. Clement Nbotou on a mobile phone, standing outside a bank on a sun-lit street in Zurich. He was in his business uniform, tailored suit and crisp white shirt. Gold-rimmed Christian Dior sunglasses glinting in the bright light.
�Know who this is?� Sir Clive looked at the photograph. He nodded, but didn�t say the name out loud. �We�re aware of him. An intelligent and dangerous man. More so than your average self-styled general.�
�Clement Nbotou. The man�s been building up a private army, taking over the area. He�s the reason we�re going into the red on this project.� Harvey tapped the photograph with his finger, he looked angry, as if Nbotou had set out to vex him personally.
�What do you propose to do about him?� Sir Clive asked gently. Harvey shook his head and grinned, �we were sort of hoping you might be able to help us in that area. I know you led covert ops in Nigeria for the British Secret Service, and I know you have experience with jungle warfare, with separating and crushing militias. We want you to help us decide what to do.�
Sir Clive frowned. It was a pitch, but they were trying to sell him a job, not a dodgy missile system.
�No government, neither yours nor mine would sanction an invasion to secure supplies of a metal so it could be used to build weapons.� He said quickly, �Hell, the UN peace keepers couldn�t even stay in the region long enough to ensure the safety of the civilian population.� Sir Clive paused, thinking through the problem. �But they might be persuaded to go in on a covert basis, that�s if they thought there was an immediate risk to British or American security. The risk would have to be significant. Unprecedented even. The operation under the radar, no sections of the regular army involved.�
Harvey nodded, satisfied he had judged his man correctly. By presenting him with a problem, he�d drawn him in. A man who couldn�t resist a challenge.
Sir Clive had thought about the offer on the flight home. The terms of remuneration were more than generous. The conflict of interest with his work for MI6 considerable, but not insurmountable, not if he was discreet, kept matters to himself. He had spent half his career working in the shadows, pulling strings for a variety of government ministers and senior officials, even when he knew their requests were for personal rather than political reasons. Besides, now that he was running the new Cyber Crime division there would be no one to question his actions. Effectively he was his own boss, his brief was to use his judgement to assess and neutralise the perceived threat of web-based terrorism.
No reason why he couldn�t do a little consulting for a large defence firm in the process. Set aside a nest egg to subsidise the paltry pension he would get from the Service. He reclined the chair and signalled to the stewardess to bring him a whisky, then sipped it slowly, allowing himself a rare moment of relaxation. In any case, regardless of Centurion�s motives, the only successful strategy they could employ was one that involved the defeat and removal of Clement Nbotou. And he was quite happy to advise them on how to do that.
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Jack�s father and the MI6 surveillance team didn�t have to track the Mercedes for long. Three miles outside of Cambridge the car pulled into a private airport where a chartered jet waited to take Monsieur Blanc and his cargo to Africa.
�Target group entered airfield at 2100 hours. No plane has taken off yet.� One of the MI6 officers said into his radio mic. They�d parked away from the main entrance, taken up positions around the airfield and had their night vision binoculars trained on the private jets lined up beside the runway.
�Keep your eyes on the scene. We�ll get satellite tracking on whatever flights leave there during the next couple of hours. See if you can get the registration from the tail too.� Sir Clive replied, knowing full well the flight would be headed to the private airstrip Clement Nbotou had built for himself in the Eastern Congo. You had to admire the entrepreneurial spirit of the man. The runway gave him the ability to fly in supplies of weapons, including heavy armaments, and transport out his coltan without any interference from the state. A considerable advantage over his competitors.
�Will do. One more thing, Sir Clive. There�s someone else watching the airport. His car was following the Mercedes. Discretely though. Moved behind us, then in front, then drifted away. Classic surveillance tactics.� Sir Clive pursed his lips.
�Get as close as you can and get an eyeball on him, but don�t let yourself be seen. Primary target is Monsieur Blanc and the flight.�
Sir Clive had his suspicions about the unexpected observer, but he didn�t expect any trouble from the man. He knew Jack�s father had been a drunk long enough to nullify any threat he might pose to the mission. And if suddenly decided to sober up, well, he would just have to be taken out of the equation.
Runway ready, clear for take-off. The pilot�s voice projected into the cabin, tinny through the speaker system. Monsieur Blanc tensed in his seat, his hands gripping the arms of the chair. He had flown in private jets on numerous occasions, but compared with a large commercial airliner they felt considerably less stable. He tried not to think about landing on the strip of tarmac Clement Nbotou had cleared in the jungle.
As the plane accelerated upwards into the night, he twisted his neck and looked out the window. A cloudless blue-black sky over the east of England, towns and cities dissolving into yellow string beads over the landscape. Jack was still out for the count. Sleeping off the sedative. Monsieur Blanc hadn�t checked how much he had given him. He hoped it was enough to keep him under for at least eight hours, the time needed to fly to the Congo, land and hopefully extract the device.
�You don�t want to attempt to take it now?� His assistant asked once they were airborne. He had shrugged in that Gallic way he picked up during his time in Paris.
�I don�t know where to extract it from, and this isn�t my plane,� he replied. The assistant had looked puzzled. �The mess, think of the mess,� Monsieur Blanc said, gesturing around him. The jet Centurion had provided was high spec. A top of the range Lear complete with thick carpet and comfy leather seats. Not the sort of environment in which to perform impromptu and messy surgery with a flick knife and spoon. The assistant had nodded.
�I�ll check he�s secured tightly. Don�t want him waking up and throwing a fit.� He said, heading to the rear of the plane where Jack was gaffer-taped to a luggage rack.
The sedatives had worked through Jack�s body quickly. They might have kept a smaller man under for several hours but Jack could already feel the grogginess subsiding. He�d opened his eyes a fraction. Listened to the sounds that surrounded him, the low rumble of the jet engines, the rush of the air conditioning in the cabin. Two large black boots on the floor in front of him. A hand roughly grabbed his hair and tilted his head back, then checked the tape held him securely.
The black boots retreated. �He�ll be fine. No signs of life. Other than a pulse.� Jack wondered where they going. Try as he might he couldn�t move his hands. The tape held him tight. And his stomach ached from where the device had been re-inserted into him. It was close to the surface, but sitting hunched over on the floor meant it dug deep into him. And the local anaesthetic was wearing off. He wondered if Sir Clive was tracking the flight. Somehow he doubted it. For whatever reason, the man had let him be taken. An awful realisation was forming in Jack�s mind. Not the fact that they would try and forcibly remove the device when they landed, or the imminent danger he would face from the people who had abducted him once he had taken the device. No, it was the thought that he should have listened to his father after all. And the old man would never let him forget it.
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Centurion Offices, L.A.
�Everything go according to plan?� Harvey Newman asked into his cell phone, pacing up and down the length of his office. He was feeling frustrated after the meeting with the Secretary of State. It had not gone well. She was threatening to cancel the order; there were whispers of cuts in the defence budget. Heavy hints that the administration was less than happy at the blank cheques they were being asked to write to protect what firms like Centurion referred to obliquely as national security.
She was impressed with the capabilities of the weapon though, that much was clear. And if the American government was thinking of cancelling its multi-billion dollar contract Harvey had suggested he might need to recoup costs by selling to a regime that had less respect for democracy than the good old US of A. Hidden threats, intimations. The usual boardroom bullshit. Always made him tetchy. Plus he was keen to get an update from Sir Clive about the tenth device. They needed to get the full set to Nbotou, needed the excuse to invade.
Sir Clive was thinking over Harvey�s question. Had things gone to plan? Not exactly, but they were still on track, no reason to panic. Yet.
�I suppose it depends whose plan you mean,� he�d replied, �Monsieur Blanc�s on his way to the Congo with the ten devices, only problem is one of them is still in the boy.�
�No shit.� Harvey had replied.
�And there�s a body count of two mercenaries and one disgraced Moroccan doctor in a Cambridge College which is going to take a hell of lot of explaining.� Sir Clive said, realising it was unlikely he�d be invited back to any formal dinners at King�s for the foreseeable future.
�What went down?� Harvey asked.
�The doctor got cold feet and turned on Monsieur Blanc. Didn�t trust him to pay up. He�s no soldier and I suppose the mission got too much for him. Monsieur Blanc ended up drugging the boy and bundling him into a plane.�
�Wonder how our friend Clement will react.� Harvey said under his breath.
�If Monsieur Blanc can�t remove the device during the flight I suspect the general will have no qualms about cutting it out of the boy himself. Either that or he�ll get one of his child soldiers to do it.�
�Not a happy ending for the kid.� Harvey replied. Sir Clive gritted his teeth, �no, unfortunately not. But the thing we need to concern ourselves with now is the practicalities of taking over Nbotou�s operation. As soon Monsieur Blanc meets with Nbotou we�ll have all the excuse we need to take him out.�
�How are you going to play it with the government ministers?� Harvey asked. It sounded like he was chewing something, a pen lid, something that clicked against his teeth. Sir Clive never ceased to be amazed at the man�s lack of common courtesy.
�I�ll leave it a few hours, then call an emergency meeting. Let them know intelligence has come to light about a perceived threat to the UK�s cyber security. Suggest we deal with that threat sooner rather later, don�t want to let it fester.�
�That all you need to say?� Harvey said, his voice disbelieving. �Sometimes less is more, Mr. Newman. Besides, we�re not asking them to sanction the invasion of an entire country, engage the nation�s army in a long and protracted war with no clear exit strategy. All we want is permission to send a small group of highly trained men into an area of the Congo so we can take out a ruthless and thoroughly unpleasant man. A man who, it appears from our intelligence, has a long term plan to undermine the cyber security of the United Kingdom.�
�Hmm,� was all Harvey could say in reply. He was impressed with Sir Clive�s confidence. A sensation so rare he didn�t have any words to describe how he felt.
�Well, I�m about to leave for the airport now with the senior strategy team. Once you�ve got the go-ahead from the suits give me a call. We�re flying in Big Bird so we need��
�You�re flying in what?� Sir Clive couldn�t help but interrupt.
�Big Bird, the company 747. I leant the Lear to Monsieur Blanc. Means we need to land at a major airport. I�ve got some hardware I want to show you. The prototype weapons. Be glad to let your boys get tooled up and fire off a couple of rounds into the Congo. Sort of like a live field test. See how they work in a combat situation.�
�We�ll see.� Sir Clive said, with an appropriate degree of circumspection. He wasn�t about to send a highly specialised and experienced team into a covert op with untested weapons. It was bad enough having the man interfere with his strategy for dealing with Nbotou. He half-expected him to turn up with a troop of trigger-happy contract soldiers on an hourly rate.
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Clement wrapped a plaster round his thumb, the cut was deep and it was hard to stem the flow of blood. The girl was wild, she had fought like a tiger, bitten hard even after Uko�s attempt to sedate her. He had left her tied to the bed, the ugly welts his belt had left on her arms and legs glowing deep purple again the skin. Didn�t bother to lock the door. He was not finished with her yet.
�Come Sir, have some food.� Uko called out from the bottom of the stairs, a smile on his lips and an open bottle of beer in his hand. Clement nodded and walked slowly towards him, his pistol fastened in its holster by his side. He seldom used it. He preferred the sheathed machete that hung carelessly over his shoulder. Much better for delivering the brutal justice he needed to keep control over the soldiers. He took the beer from Uko and stepped outside, pouring a small amount onto the ground, a salve for his ancestors, before draining the rest of the bottle in two swallows. Uko handed him another.
�The chef has cooked up mwamba. Just as you like it, spicy with chicken and cassava. And some of the boys smoked you some bush meat.� A child appeared by Clement�s side, a young boy, no more than six or seven wearing a torn Manchester United football shirt that came down to his knees. His eyes were large and solemn as he held up a plate of smoked meat. Clement waved the flies off the pinkish flesh and shovelled a handful into his mouth. Smoked monkey, he recognised its distinctive sweetness, the tough but flavoursome texture of the lean muscles. He was surprised there were any left to hunt the way the soldiers went after them.
He knelt down beside the boy, placing a large hand under his chin and tilting his head upwards. He looked deep into his eyes. �Did you shoot this meat?� He asked. The boy shook his head, �No sir, used wire, made a snare to trap the animal. I can show you.�
Clement�s eyes burnt into him, seeking out the truth. He believed the boy, but he knew that while he was away the troops often took pot shots at animals in the jungle. An attempt to vary their diet. Eat something other than cassava. He didn�t mind them catching animals but he couldn�t stand them wasting ammunition.
�Here, take some meat,� he said, letting go of the boy. �Have a beer too. Uko, fetch this young soldier a beer.� He patted the boy on the head and walked down the veranda�s steps to begin his unofficial tour of the camp.
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Jack shuffled his feet uneasily. The pain in his side increasing, exacerbated by the position he was taped in, but he wanted to try and move as much as he could. Make sure his body didn�t go to sleep so he�d have a fighting chance once they untied him.
It was quiet on board the aircraft. The lights were dimmed, his captors evidently felt sufficiently secure to sleep with him trussed up in the back of the plane. Jack had been doing some thinking. He knew it would be foolish to rely on Sir Clive, he understood he was just a pawn in whatever game the man was playing and could in no way trust him. He had thought it through, and in thinking had come to the conclusion he had only one realistic hope of survival. He would tell Monsieur Blanc the whole thing was a set up. The devices didn�t work, didn�t do anything, they were just a Trojan horse, a way for MI6 to discover who might launch a cyber attack on the UK. If he went ahead and sold them he�d be putting himself in danger, no way of proving he wasn�t in on the deception, particularly as he would have profited financially.
That was his angle, but how to get the man�s attention? If he tried to talk to them would they simply stick another needle in him? Only one way to find out.
�Sir, sir,� he whispered hoarsely. Might as well begin this by being as respectful as possible. Nobody stirred. He could hear a light snore coming from the end of the cabin, Monsieur Blanc�s heavy head resting on his fat neck.
�Excuse me,� he said a little louder. The snoring turned into a grunt and stopped.
�Hello, is anyone there?� No response. �Sorry to bother you but could I possibly have a drink? Just some water?� He heard a leather seat creak and the sound of footsteps padding along the carpet. Above him the fat Chinaman wiped his eyes and sighed. He had removed his jacket and looked oddly informal in a shirt and trousers. Almost vulnerable. Just a shame Jack couldn�t move enough against the gaffer tape to swing a fist at him. Monsieur Blanc looked down on him and sniffed dismissively, then walked away. Jack hoped he wasn�t going to get the needle. He didn�t want the last thing he ever saw to be the face of an overweight arms dealer plunging a syringe into his neck.
The man returned with a glass of water. He knelt down beside Jack. In the strange half light of the cabin Jack couldn�t see his eyes. Just two dark shadows under the heavy lids. Monsieur Blanc looked at him for some time, before holding the glass of water up to his mouth and tilting it so he could swallow. He knew better than to untie one of the boy�s arms. Knew it would be around his neck in an instant if he did so. Jack drank thirstily, feeling some of the cold liquid dribble down his chin. Monsieur Blanc dabbed at it with a paper serviette. An oddly considerate gesture. He remained opposite, looking at him, working him out.
�Thank you,� Jack said. For the first time he noticed the smell. The sweet heavy scent of roses mingled with something else. Something unpleasant. Halitosis thick enough to fell an elephant. Even harsher than his Professor at King�s. Jack couldn�t help but turn his head to one side, take a deep breath and clear his throat.
�Very brave of you to do this, very brave indeed.� He said, nodding his head slowly, avoiding the man�s gaze. Monsieur Blanc frowned. What was the boy talking about? Jack kept nodding his head, his eyes unfocused. He wanted to seem as close to breaking as possible.
�I mean, this mission. The ten devices. An Internet bomb,� he shook his head and laughed. �You have to hand it to the spooks, they sure came up with a tempting proposition.� Monsieur Blanc stayed at Jack�s level, leaning back against the luggage rack. Jack was laughing now, silently, his whole body shaking. He allowed it to take him over, let it mingle with the hysteria he had held at bay the last few days. It spilled over into tears, running down his cheeks, he shook and shook and all the while Monsieur Blanc sat opposite, observing him impassively.
�I mean seriously, who on earth would fall for that?� Jack managed to say at last, the words buffeted by shortness of breath �You�ve got some balls,� he added. �Just who the hell did you find to sell this thing to? They aren�t exactly going to be happy when they find out they�ve been duped. How much you getting? Enough to disappear?�
Monsieur Blanc got to his feet and walked away. He had heard enough. The boy was losing it, he had seen it happen enough times before to recognise the signs, even pushed people to the breaking point himself. But did that make the things he said closer or further from the truth? He sat back in his seat, drummed his fingers on the armrest. Nothing he could do about it now, other than tell the pilot to turn the plane around, but the pilot was in the pay of his employer, the American company who�d commissioned the theft of the ten devices. He doubted whether he would change the flight plan even if Monsieur Blanc ordered it.
He thought back to his meetings with the anonymous American from Centurion. A grey man in a grey suit with grey hair and a briefcase full of cash, a down payment. He was middle-aged, middling in height. Someone so indistinct they were almost invisible. Even though Monsieur Blanc had made a point of attempting to impress the man�s features on his mind it was still difficult to recall. Too similar to thousands of other middle-aged white American males.
That was probably why he had been used to approach him. The man had first made contact in Paris at the Georges V Hotel last summer. Monsieur Blanc was in the bar sipping a tomato juice, killing time before meeting an Israeli arms dealer later that afternoon. The American had talked about a business opportunity, a chance for Monsieur Blanc to have a hand in the sale of the very latest synthetic biology weapon technology. Something developed in England. Organic cell-based structure combined with complex micro circuitry. He had provided Monsieur Blanc with an outline of his proposal. Wait till the components that made up the weapon had been tested, extract them from their hosts, and sell them on to a client in Africa. He would be handsomely paid for doing so, and he could keep any money made on the sale of the devices themselves. To show his seriousness the man had made a down payment. A seriously large amount of hard cash.
Monsieur Blanc knew enough about international politics to suspect the proposal was not quite as straightforward as it seemed, that he might be used in some large scale counter-espionage operation, but if the money was good then so be it. It would not be the first time he had been employed at arms length by a government security agency. It was likely to be the last. And the money was good. Very good. That feeling he had known as a young man when he first started working in Paris, the sense of independence, of personal authority that came with the thick wad of notes in his wallet, still held him in thrall.
Had he been careful enough? He had known Clement for many years, although a tyrant, in business he was straightforward to deal with. He paid on time and was easier to work with than many of the petty despots and South American drug dealers Monsieur Blanc also sold to. But he had never crossed him. Never sold him a dud. The weapons he shipped were reliable, competitively priced. This was a new technology. And it was the American�s suggestion he sell to Nbotou. Monsieur Blanc�s mind was racing. Why Nbotou? Was he being set up? Another arms dealer attempting to hang him out to dry? No, it was too complex an operation. Too many other people involved. This was something bigger.
He cast a glance over his shoulder at the boy, sleeping off the effects of his hysteria. Something about him made Monsieur Blanc uneasy. The way his head had fallen forward, angled to one side, eyes shut. The perfect position from which to listen to any conversation in the cockpit. He shook his head. Maybe he was just being paranoid. Still, there was no harm in being prepared, he thought to himself as he unbuckled his belt and rolled it into a ball. He replaced it with one of his top selling items. A light-weight canvas belt with concealed pockets on the inside. They contained a small amount of plastic explosive, several ounces of gold and a radio transmitter that, once activated, would send a coded signal relaying his precise location to a bank of computers at an Israeli security firm. In their sales material they guaranteed an armed response to any location in the world within 24 hours. It was the only insurance scheme Monsieur Blanc subscribed to and he�d never had to make a claim. He hoped he wouldn�t have to when they arrived in the Congo.
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Jack�s father checked his rear-view mirror. He was certain there was someone on his tail, had been since he left the Cambridge airfield. Not the black Astra, but a blue Ford, staying back then creeping closer. Only one plane had left the airstrip that night and he had taken down the registration number from the tail. He wanted to go home, research as quickly as he could where it was headed, check the flight plan. But with the Ford following close behind he decided against it. No point leading them, whoever they were, to his front door.
Instead he made his way to central London, driving hard down the motorway. There was no traffic, no police about either. He put his foot down; still the lights of the car remained close. A busy Internet cafe open 24 hours on the Edgware road would do. He pulled up and parked on a side street, walking towards it then doubling back on himself, heading into the reception of a seedy looking hotel with bright lights above the doorway. He was annoyed at himself for not bringing a change of clothes. The easiest way to throw someone off your tail. He had been out of the game too long.
The hotel had another exit, via its late night piano bar. He walked cautiously through it. A depressing sight as ever you could see at two in morning. Middle-aged businessmen buying cheap Champagne for whichever call girl the Escort agencies had sent them. The women pulling their faces into unconvincing smiles, the men flushed and leery, safe in the knowledge they wouldn�t need to impress this one in bed.
On the street again. Outside a Subway, one of the new sandwich shops that had appeared all over the city like a rash. He stepped inside and ordered something called a 12 Inch Sub. Bacon, egg, lettuce, chillies, chicken, tomatoes and whatever the hell else they put in there. Less of a sandwich, more like what you�d get if you set off a bomb in a supermarket then wiped the floor with a piece of soggy bread. The bacon wasn�t even freshly fried, he thought with disgust as he chewed it.
Another glace up and down the street. People seated in some of the cafes, sipping espressos, despite the late hour. Minicab drivers stopped for a quick break. A shot of caffeine to keep their eyes on the road. And there was a steady stream of traffic. He looked about for a blue Ford. Couldn�t see one, but they might have switched cars by now.
He threw the sandwich away. Crossed the road, into the Internet cafe. Past the Chinese students playing online war games. One of the booths near the back had a clear view of the room. The best position. He keyed in the code he�d been given at the desk and waited for the computer to boot up. He was pretty sure he wouldn�t be able to find the destination the flight was headed to but he could at least find out who owned the plane. He tapped away at the keyboard, plane registration numbers, relevant databases, UK and US.
The records were posted on the Civil Aviation Authority�s site. A Lear, owned by an organisation calling themselves Aviation Corps Ltd. A US-based private charter company. He hadn�t heard of them, tried a random search on Google, which pulled up a couple of archived articles from the Financial Times. They were owned by another company, Defence Analytics. More searching. He scrolled down the page, another article, business pages of the New York Times. Defence Analytics were an offshoot of Centurion.
Now he was getting somewhere. He knew the name well enough. Everybody with military experience had heard of them. As far as he remembered, two of his former SAS colleagues had carried out work for them. They were less than impressed by the half-trained trigger-happy goons they�d been asked to lead and discipline. Rumour had it Centurion weren�t too thorough in checking the background of the ground troops they employed. Soldiers busted out of the army for insubordination, men with criminal records for firearms offences, substance misuse. The list went on.
Archie took out his mobile and dialled the number for Marshall Airfield.
�Hello, could I speak to the shift manager please,� he said, his accent changed, refined, his voice low and close to the phone.
�Certainly Sir, can I ask who�s calling?�
�It�s Centurion,� he announced confidently, not deigning to give his name. The receptionist pressed some buttons, the sound of ringing down the line. A male voice answered.
�Richard Short Duty Manager speaking. How can I help?�
�Oh hello, there�s been a delay with the delivery we needed to get to Flight L421AC. Can you let them know we�ll be there in the next hour?�
He heard fingers tapping frantically on a keyboard. �Afraid not Sir. They took off at 10pm. Next stop Burundi, Bujumbura airport.� Archie was surprised. Central Africa, a country bordered by Rwanda and the Democratic Republic of Congo. He wondered why on earth his son was being taken there, or if that was just a cover and they were headed to a private airstrip. He had some experience of the region. Couldn�t imagine there being a private airstrip nearby where a Lear jet could land.
�Right. Oh dear. Well thanks for letting me know. Looks like it�ll have to be DHL.�
Archie flipped the phone shut, his fingers already searching for flights to the Burundi. Brussels Air, direct to Bujumbura from Heathrow. He could drive straight to the airport. Leave the car there and buy whatever clothes he needed. Any extra equipment could be purchased when he arrived in Africa. Passport. He checked himself. Had to go home and get the passport first.
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The MI6 field officer leant back in his chair; the interest he showed in the online game in the corner of his screen superficial. He was keeping an eye on Archie Hartman, but it was hard to see over the booths. No way of getting a look at his screen without drawing attention to himself. Never mind, he thought, tapping into the Internet cafe�s local network, he could easily access the web browser for that machine, see what the man had been looking at. He scanned the web addresses, flight numbers, newspaper articles, flights to Burundi. No time to waste, he called Sir Clive.
�Field Officer Edwards calling with an update.� He said quickly.
�Go ahead.� Sir Clive�s voice terse, authoritative. �Target researching destination of flight. Just bought a ticket to Burundi.�
Sir Clive was silent, chewing over the information. �He�s desperate, playing the odds, a guessing game,� he replied. �No way he could know what�s going on, where Jack is. He probably just worked it out from the registration of the plane. I take it he�s flying into Bujumbura?�
�He is.� Sir Clive ran a hand through his hair. Technically Bujumbura was the closest airport to Clement�s camp, but it was still some distance away, across the mighty lake Tanganyika, through the jungle. Was it just a lucky guess? Even if the man knew where he was going, and frankly Sir Clive doubted he had any real idea, he was still going on instinct, wanting to be as close to the danger his son might face as possible. And it would take over a week to get to the encampment by road. A dangerous journey through parts of the eastern Congo under the control of different warlords.
He checked the file Mary had managed to compile on Archie Hartman again. He was in his late fifties but the picture in the dossier was taken some time ago. It showed a powerfully built man in his mid thirties. He was standing in front of row of palm trees, grinning, arms carelessly draped over two bedraggled civilians who were a head shorter, white men with unshaven faces and tattered clothes. On the back of the photo the date and location were hand written in biro, a careful script. Nigeria, 1981, release of two hostages.
Sir Clive remembered hearing about the op. Two oil company workers taken and held for ransom. The Thatcher government had stormed in, ordered the SAS to retrieve them, protect British business interests and bring the boys back. The �boys� in this case were middle-aged men who looked like they could still lose a few pounds, even after they�d been held hostage for a month. He wondered what the body count had been on the mission. And just how professional the people who took the two white men had been. Money hungry mercenaries or villagers angry with a foreign company leaking oil and lighting gas flares on their hunting grounds?
He sighed. It didn�t matter. Orders were orders and no soldiers, not even those in the SAS, were paid to think. Maybe that�s how it should be. It was thinking that was getting Archie Hartman into all sorts of trouble, threatening the operation Sir Clive had so carefully organised. Should he let the deluded old fool pack his bags and head to the Congo, allow him to bumble about in search of his son? Or should he charge the field operative to carry out a Code 3? Despatch the target. Sir Clive flicked through the man�s file one more time. Decorated for bravery. Described as fearless and uncompromising by his senior officers, had fought in some of the most bloody conflicts of recent years. Too bad. This was no time for sentimentality. Not when the risks were this high. The man might prove more effective than he feared, might kick up a fuss, put the attack on Clement at risk, contact the press. He picked up the phone and called the field operative.
�Code 3. And be careful. He might be an old dog but he used to have a pretty nasty bite. Plenty of combat experience. You�ll need a team. Minimum of three. Oh and Edwards, try to make it as quick and painless as possible.� Old soldiers deserve some dignity in death, he thought grimly as he closed the file.
He was about to send the papers back to archive when his eye caught the initials scrawled in pencil on the back page, �T.G.R, legend!�. He mulled that over for a moment. It was common practice for Special Forces troops to take on nicknames, but he had never seen that one. It bothered him. He picked up his phone and called a desk officer at the M.O.D, an old timer.
�Evening Roberts, I�ve got a file here with T.G.R written on the back, the officer�s name was Hartman, Special Forces. Don�t suppose you know what it stands for?� There was brief pause, he expected Roberts to go away and do some research and get back to him in a couple of hours. He didn�t, replied straight away.
�The Reaper? The Grim Reaper? You�ve got his file?� Sir Clive didn�t respond. The nickname didn�t exactly fill him with optimism.
�T.G.R was a legend,� the desk officer continued enthusiastically, �went a little off the rails after that thing with his son, and was reprimanded a couple of times for excessive use of force, but if there was one man guaranteed to come out of tricky situation and leave a pile of bodies in his wake it was the Reaper. Is he back in action?�
�Not exactly, no,� Sir Clive replied before putting down the phone. A flicker of doubt crossing his mind, an unusual and unwelcome sensation.
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Early morning mist hung close over the deer park. The weak February sun was unable to part the swirling clouds as they rolled across the valley, hiding the stately home from view. The estate belonged to the director of a large private bank, but he hardly ever used the place, preferring to work from his office in the Bahamas. He allowed high ranking officials from the British Government to make use of it when he wasn�t there, as a training base, a conference centre, a bolt-hole when things got a little tough in the Cabinet. Even left a skeleton staff in place to make sure they didn�t go hungry. Very considerate of him. But if you wanted a peerage you had to go the extra mile.
Today it was not government officials in sleek black Jaguars that sped up the mile long driveway, it was Harvey Newman and his coterie of advisors, strategists and planners. And they were not in Jaguars, they were in a convoy of Cadillac SRXs. Eight gas-hungry luxury jeeps that hogged the width of the drive and honked their horns at the deer that appeared through the mist.
�Where the hell are we?� Harvey asked without slowing down, the frightened animal skipping nimbly out of his path. Other deer in the nearby field turned their startled eyes on the cars. �Looks like we�re on fucking safari.�
The tarmac gave way to gravel that crunched under the tyres. As they rounded the final graceful curve of the driveway, even Harvey Newman couldn�t help but be impressed. Through the mist an Elizabethan sandstone house reared its stately head, imposing and elegant with tall mullioned glass windows glinting in the patchy light.
�Nice,� was all Harvey said. He was already on the phone, punching in Sir Clive�s number.
�We�ve arrived Sir Clive, mission control. About to set up camp. When do you think you�ll be here?�
Sir Clive was sitting in his office. He rubbed his eyes. Seven am. He hadn�t been to bed yet. Still no news from the field team he�d charged with taking out Jack�s father. He�d spent the rest of the night examining satellite feeds of the eastern Congo, pulling all the intelligence reports he could find on Clement Nbotou, preparing for the putsch. Monsieur Blanc�s flight would have landed by now. Nbotou would have the ten devices within the next hour or so. He�d convene an emergency meeting with the relevant ministers as soon as he could.
�I�ll be there by midday,� he replied. �I trust you had a good flight?�
�Fantastic, thank you. Nothing like flying in your own 747.� Harvey put the phone down and climbed out of the car, distracted by a silhouette that appeared out of the mist. A ghostly figure dressed in black.
�Good morning Sir, tea and a selection of pastries are available in the drawing room.� Harvey raised his eyebrows, not quite believing the house came with a real live butler.
�Thank you,� he said, resisting the temptation to call the man Jeeves. �You got any coffee?�
�I am sure we can rustle something up, Sir. When you�re ready please follow me into the entrance hall. You�ll be occupying the east wing. I trust you�ll find the accommodation more than capacious.�
The man turned and walked back towards the house. Harvey grinned at Bob, �More than capacious. We gotta get one of those for the L.A offices. What a prize.� Bob raised his eyebrows, �I bet he types more quickly than your secretary,� he said under his breath.
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Eastern Democratic Republic of Congo, 9.00am
The same light that fell on the windows of Batley Hall filtered through the tall grimy windows of the old brick works in Bow, east London. It formed a chequered pattern on the dusty floor. The place had been earmarked for re-development. Luxury flats to rise out of the ashes of the industrial past.
Archie Hartman wasn�t aware of any of that. He was only aware of the greyish black forms he could see through the hood pulled tightly around his neck, the hand that jerked his arm roughly, pulling him to one side of the room. A foot pressed into the back of his knee, forcing him to kneel.
The three men had been good. Better than good. Expert. He hadn�t even seen them coming. The first he�d know about it was a crack on the back of his head. Knocked him to the floor. He�d almost blacked out. Almost, but not quite. Twenty years ago he might have had a chance. Could have spun out the way. Got to his feet. Got away. The second hit meant he wasn�t going anywhere. He�d come to in the claustrophobic heat of a car boot. Head thumping hammer on pipe and trussed up so tight he could barely move. He could smell exhaust fumes, petrol. They weren�t moving fast and they had to stop every minute or so. Must be in London, making their way through traffic, waiting at lights.
They�d pulled over after an hour, opened the boot and yanked him out. None of them spoke. Didn�t ask his name, didn�t threaten him. Spooks through and through, he thought. So different from regular army. As if they were afraid their power might diminish if they struck up a conversation, appeared more human.
Archie had never been like that. He�d always looked a man in the eye. Offered him a final cigarette. His power was that he didn�t give a damn. Not now, not ever. No fear and no regret. Jack was the same, he knew that much, recognised it in him when he was growing up.
He�d kicked against the cramped confines of the car boot as hard as he could. Kicked until he was all used up, till his rage was spent, transferred in dents and distortions to the metal that held him in. His captors had simply pulled over into a quiet side street and waited till he wore himself out. The fate he had dished out to so many others had finally caught up with him. His demons in human form, casually dressed and standing behind him. Come to call him in. To account for the past. They pulled off his hood. He glanced behind him. They weren�t wearing masks. A sign they were confident he wouldn�t be around to recognise them. And they seemed so young. Just a group of friends off to a football match or pub.
He was reminded of Jack. The world he had got involved in. If he had a regret, it was that he hadn�t forced the boy to walk away when he had the chance. But there was nothing he could have done. Jack was too strong-willed, too eager to test himself. Always had been. Pushing himself twice as hard as everyone one else at football, academic work, the partying that had threatened to derail him as a teenager. As if he wanted to achieve enough for two. Make up for his brother not being there.
He remembered one of his colleagues at the army base in Italy telling him about the lad�s talent for fighting, a real cold-blooded ruthless streak mixed with perfect balance, razor sharp reflexes and tremendous strength. Archie had felt a peculiar mixture of pride and sorrow, the boy had got that from him, but he also had brains. A terrific intelligence inherited from his mother that Archie didn�t want him wasting.
As he knelt on the ground he felt the uncertainty, the fear for the boy that had plagued him, beginning to subside. Something else in its place. A reassurance, the knowledge he was well-equipped to deal with whatever life, or indeed the Security Services, decided to throw at him, far better than he himself would have been. He knew that somehow he�d find a way out, find his way home. He turned to face his executioners, an expression on his face they couldn�t understand. A confidence that didn�t need words or threats to make it real. An unsettling lack of fear. The officers unconsciously took a step back.
�Listen, I�m not going to try and dissuade you from what you�re about to do. Orders are orders and all that.� Archie said, �But you should be aware of something. If you pull that trigger a boy,� he checked himself, �a man, will come for you. Not for some time. A year, maybe more. But he�ll come for you and he�ll be so quick you won�t even see him, he�ll take you while you�re sleeping, while you�re on your way to work, off to meet your girlfriend for dinner.� He paused and looked each of them in the eye. �Pull that trigger and all three of you are dead men walking.�
There was no dramatic overtone to the man�s voice, no sense that he trying to scare them. He was matter of fact, calm and composed. So utterly confident in the face of death, that the three MI6 operatives couldn�t help but glance quickly at each other. Orders were orders and you followed them unquestioningly, but that didn�t mean there weren�t external consequences.
The officer holding the gun stepped forward and pressed the barrel against Archie�s forehead. �Enough,� he said, finger on the trigger, ready to dispatch the target. And then he made a mistake. He hesitated.
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Final checks completed. Please prepare for landing. The pilot�s voice piped into the cabin. Monsieur Blanc adjusted his watch. Two hours ahead. It was a relatively short runway and the pilot would have to switch on reverse thrust almost as soon as he touched down.
Jack pushed himself back against the luggage rack as well he could. Felt like they�d been in the air for about 5 hours, but he had no clue which direction they had flown in.
A jolt as the plane hit the runway, a roar from the engines as reverse thrust kicked in. He�d never felt a deceleration like it. As if the plane had flown into a steel net that was stretched to the breaking point. The lights came on in the cabin, the plane had slowed, was taxiing forwards gingerly. Jack wondered where on God�s earth they�d landed.
Monsieur Blanc and his assistant were speaking to one another at the far end of the cabin, out of earshot. He wondered if they were deciding whether to cut the device out of him now or leave it for whomever they were meeting. One of the flight crew stepped toward him, somehow managing to avoid looking him in the eye. He busied himself with the door, attempting to pull the levers and push it outwards. It didn�t budge.
�Oi, shit face. Where are we?� Jack said, hoping it might get the man�s attention. He ignored him. �You with the door. Where have we landed? What�s going on? You do know it�s illegal to kidnap people yeah?�
The man managed to get the door open. Jack wondered if he was the pilot, and if so how he�d ended up running errands for someone like Monsieur Blanc. He had his back to him but Jack had seen him approach. He was pretty sure he could recognise him if he ever needed to.
�Well Jack, I�m afraid we have reached the end of the road for you,� Monsieur Blanc said, reaching forwards and cutting through the gaffer tape that bound him to the luggage rack, leaving the binding cord that held his wrists and ankles together. As soon as the last stretch of tape was cut he attempted to fling himself forwards, but his muscles, stiff and unmoved for the duration of the flight, protested with crippling camps. He fell forwards and landed at Monsieur Blanc�s feet, much to the man�s bemusement.
�Ten out of ten for effort, mon brave, ten out of ten. But I�m not sure where exactly you thought you were going.� He turned, �Gustav, give me a hand getting the boy down the stairs and into the jeep.�
Gustav hoisted Jack over his shoulder and headed through the door and down the steps, grunting with the effort. Banging Jack�s head on the doorway. A wave of heat hit them. Humid and unpleasant. At the edge of the runway, steam rose from the jungle. He dumped Jack unceremoniously on the tarmac and looked around. Three teenagers waited next to a small wooden cabin, AK-47s hung loosely over their arms. One of them was wearing Bermuda shorts and flip-flops instead of combat fatigues. Gustav, who had trained with the Russian army, shook his head at the sorry state they were. Jack strained his neck to see where he was. The tarmac was unbearably hot and burnt his cheek.
�You want me to cut out the device here?� Gustav said, pointing at Jack, one hand ready to unsheathe his hunting knife. Monsieur Blanc watched as the three boys drew closer, weapons pointing casually in their direction.
�At this precise moment in time I don�t want to do anything that will make those boys with guns nervous.�
Gustav nodded. He�d accompanied Monsieur Blanc on trips to Africa before, knew the kids were jumpy and likely to be high. The three boys stopped, the tallest one gesturing to the jeep. �In cah, get in cah.� He pointed his gun to make sure they got the message. Gustav bent down and picked Jack up. Slung him over his shoulder. Not an easy task given the size and weight of the man. And the fact that he kept trying to sink his teeth into the back of his neck.
Monsieur Blanc put his face close to Jack. �For what it�s worth I am sorry about this. That man who lost his mind in your rooms in Cambridge, he was a liability. When we come to take out the device I will try and make sure it is as painless as possible.� Then, as an afterthought, he said, �tell me, you were a student at Cambridge weren�t you, would you recommend the University? I hope one day to complete the Theology studies I abandoned as a young man. Is it terribly expensive to secure a place there?�
Jack grunted as Gustav hoisted him into the rear of the jeep. Part of him wanted to tell the man to go to hell, but another part jumped at the chance to form some sort of connection with him, however sleight, anything to make him think twice about killing him.
�Interviews and exams. You can�t buy a place. Just have to work very hard.� Monsieur Blanc nodded thoughtfully. �Thank you, Jack. There�s always the American Ivy League, Yale and so on, but one has the distinct impression that if they accept someone like George Bush the school itself is not particularly discerning.�
The jeep bounced along the track, the boy driving it just about able to reach the pedals and see over the dashboard. His gun lay across the foot well. Gustav was seated next to him. He badly wanted to take control of the wheel, almost as much as he wanted to check the weapon�s safety catch was on.
Some parts of the forest had been cleared, pale brown mud showing underneath. Children and adults were digging at the dirt with their hands, washing it in small bowls. Jack also saw makeshift mines sunk into the ground, metal pipes awash with watery mud as well-practised fingers sifted through it.
�What are they doing?� He asked. Monsieur Blanc dabbed at the sweat on his forehead.
�Mining. For coltan. I�m afraid they won�t get a very good price for it. Not from the man we are going to see.�
�So we must be in�� Jack thought for a moment. Was it the eastern Congo that had significant deposits of the metal? He remembered reading an article in The Economist bemoaning the high price of the ore and its knock-on effect on the technology industries.
�Democratic Republic of Congo?� He said at last. Monsieur Blanc nodded.
�But in this place the name of the country means nothing. Regions are controlled by men with guns. The man with the most guns decides what the place should be called.� Jack nodded thoughtfully.
�And you�re going to hand over ten decoy devices to one of these men so the British army can��
He didn�t finish the sentence. A sudden slap in his face that drew blood from his lip stopped him.
�Not here Jack. Your insinuations are not welcome at this point in time.� Jack remained silent, allowing himself a discreet, satisfied smile. He had riled the man. Despite claiming he didn�t believe him, Monsieur Blanc was evidently not quite as relaxed as he seemed, and with good reason. Monsieur Blanc knew from past experience that a favourite trick of Clement�s was to make sure at least one of the boys sent to greet his visitors could speak their language. Someone to listen in, report back on the unguarded conversation that took place during the journey. If Jack was right and the devices really were a decoy, some kind of elaborate confidence trick, Clement was likely to sniff it out. He had instinct for that sort of thing, one the reasons he had remained in control of his little fiefdom for so long. If that happened, Monsieur Blanc looked thoughtfully into the jungle, if that happened it would be the first, and quite possibly the last time in his working life that his fate would be completely outside of his control. He did not enjoy the sensation.
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Batley Hall, Midday
Harvey Newman sat down at the head of the formal dining table feeling most at home. The hunting trophies arranged over the walls, stuffed stag heads, antlers, the crossed swords over the enormous fireplace, muskets and a coat of arms, it satisfied the all-conquering urge within him. Whoever had put them there, he could relate to. He was beginning to give some serious thought to buying a similar pad for himself. Maybe even shipping it over to L.A. to enjoy it in the sunshine.
Bob sat down at the table next to him, passing him a stack of papers.
�How�s your room, Bob?� Harvey asked, ignoring the paperwork.
�Old. Creaky. Four poster bed and tapestries all round. Like being in one of those ghost movies from the seventies.�
�Mine too, great isn�t it? I feel like Henry the eighth.�
�Did Sir Clive tell you when he�d be here?� Bob asked, tasting one of the sandwiches laid out on the table. �What the hell is this?� He pulled a piece of cucumber from his mouth. �Who the hell would make a sandwich from cucumber? Don�t they have salt beef in this country?� Harvey was laughing, finding it hard to control himself.
�Here, try these ones instead. Jeeves tells me they�re made from a local cheese and some homemade pickle.�
�Pickle?� Bob repeated quizzically.
�He meant relish. Anyway, they�re not bad.� He passed the plate to his colleague. �Sir Clive called me earlier. Said he�s on his way. They�re flying in a massive great Chinook. He�s got the go-ahead from his buddies in the cabinet so he�s put together a small team. Ten men. Assures me they�re the best available.�
�Hmm,� Bob replied, noncommittally. �Let�s hope they�re better trained than the people who make these sandwiches.�
Sir Clive watched as London tilted below the helicopter, the Thames a curving silver ribbon that cut through the city. He had Ed Garner on board and a team hastily put together at the Chelsea barracks. The usual range of skills � explosive specialists, medics, linguists. Soldiers who brought more to the battlefield than brute strength and all of them had direct experience of the region. Ed would lead them.
The meeting at the Cabinet had gone well. The PM signed off the mission, agreed it was in the UK�s security interests. Dr. Calder had provided him with a range of satellite feeds of Clement�s camp, the nearby runway. The team would parachute in at night. Use thermal imaging to build up a picture of the routine at the camp. Get a rough idea of its layout. A jungle drop was always a tricky thing, if just one of them missed the designated landing zone they�d be hanging upside in a tree for the rest of the night. If seen, they would give the whole mission away.
Dr. Calder had identified a clearing two kilometres from the camp. Looked like the trees had been cut to mine for Coltan but the area now lay abandoned. As safe a place as any to send the men in.
They didn�t have enough men to win a battle in the open, but that had never been the point of the SAS. The plan was to set off diversionary explosions at the runway. A sequence of bangs and flashes lasting over an hour, a hell of a lot of fireworks but nothing that would damage the landing strip. Nbotou would need to send a force to deal with it, he couldn�t risk losing the runway, it was key to his financial and military success. M16 fragmentation mines placed around the perimeter would add to the confusion: each time they were stepped on a vicious spray of ball bearings would explode at waist height. They had a reach of nearly 200m, enough to maim not just the soldier who stepped on the device, but anyone else who happened to be nearby.
Using that as the distraction, they would attack the camp itself. This time the explosions would do some damage. A four-point charge to demolish the outer wall. Rocket propelled grenades into the main building. Key to their tactic was inducing panic. Sir Clive had a suspicion than many of the boy soldiers would simply disappear into the forest if they thought they faced a real, heavily-armed and fully-prepped enemy. It was all very well pointing a gun at Congolese villagers; it was another thing knowing where to point that weapon when the SAS were coming at you out of the dark. Sir Clive suspected there�d be a lot of bullets flying about, a lot of deaths from friendly fire. He wanted his troops fully armoured up, didn�t want anyone dropped by a stray bullet.
They�d move in quickly. Clement had to be identified and disposed of. They�d rely on flash bangs, the explosives that delivered a blinding flash of light and deafened those in the vicinity. A weapon designed to disorientate, not kill. Make their way through the house. Ensure there was no escape route. Sir Clive had also advised the troops it would be no bad thing if one of their bullets happened to hit the fat Chinaman that had sold the devices to Clement. The SAS soldiers got the message, the Chinaman was selling UK defence secrets to the highest bidder, no reason why a man like that shouldn�t expect to find himself on the receiving end of British bullet.
The helicopter banked over Batley Hall before beginning its descent onto the discretely constructed helipad. It was hidden from view from the house by the arboretum at the end of the formal gardens. Sir Clive suspected Harvey would try to persuade him to test out his new weapons in a live combat situation, secure some video footage he could use for marketing purposes. We�ll see, he thought to himself. No harm in letting the troops have a play with the guns here, but a combat situation was not the place to find out whether or not they worked.
�Sir Clive, wonderful to see you,� Harvey shouted above the roar of the helicopter blades. He stepped toward him and shook him warmly by the hand. �I hear you got the go-ahead from the Cabinet. Good news, good news.�
Sir Clive nodded and turned to introduce Ed Garner, who was busy unloading kit from the chopper.
�Ed, come over here. Someone I�d like you to meet.� Ed slung the bag he was carrying to the ground and held out his hand.
�Ed Garner, glad to know you,� he said.
�Harvey Newman, we�re working alongside you boys on this one.� Ed Garner nodded. Sir Clive had told him Harvey�s security firm was providing intel on Nbotou. More smoke and mirrors, but Ed seemed to buy it. So much of America�s intelligence gathering had been outsourced to private companies you never knew who you might be working with.
�Good flight?� Harvey asked.
�Fine, thank you.� Ed replied. He looked distracted, like he had things to be getting on with and wasn�t keen on standing around making chitchat.
�Let�s leave Ed and the boys to unpack their gear, Harvey.� Sir Clive said, a hand on Harvey�s shoulder, turning and walking towards the house. �You know what it�s like, they have to carry out their checks, ensure the parachutes are packed safely, that sort of thing.�
�Sure, sure. Pleased to meet you Ed, and good luck,� he replied cheerfully. Once they were out of earshot his face became serious.
�Now, Sir Clive, take me through the strategy for taking over Nbotou�s camp. Everything needs to run like clockwork if we�re to install our man to run his operation.�
Harvey listened carefully as Sir Clive summarised the plan; for once in his life he didn�t have a single suggestion or comment to make. Sir Clive had everything covered; he appeared to be as good as his reputation, a rare thing in this line of business.
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Heathrow Airport, 10am
Archie made his way through customs, the tracking device consigned to a small holdall he handed over at check-in. He had nothing else with him other than a wallet, phone, his passport and tickets. He�d buy what he needed when he landed in Burundi. He had a couple of contacts he could chase up, both ex-military, based in the city. They were the sort of men you only found in Africa, people who could get hold of anything � information, weapons, whatever kit you needed. As long as the price was right.
He smiled politely at the customs officer as he waved him through and felt a twinge of pain in his jaw as he did so. He�d bitten the spook�s hand so hard it had almost dislocated, through the muscle at the base of the thumb, into the tendon running to the trigger finger. The gun had dropped instantly, the MI6 Officer too shocked to even scream. Archie caught the automatic in his bound hands before it hit the floor, fired two shots into each of his captors� heads without so much as pausing for breath. All over in a matter of seconds.
He was relieved, relieved the years of drinking hadn�t completely dulled his instincts, relieved his reaction speed was still as sharp as it needed to be. Of course if I�d been younger they�d never have got me into the boot of the car in the first place, he admitted to himself, and they were only a bunch of spooks, not real soldiers, but at least he�d made it to the airport in time.
He checked the departure boards then wandered into a bookshop, grabbed a handful of maps and travel guides on Burundi and the Democratic Republic of Congo. He intended to spend the flight cramming as much information into his head as he could � geography, languages, different ethnic groups and the customs in each region. It paid to be well-prepared. It paid to be well-informed. You never knew what piece of information might save your life. His only fear was that Jack would be beyond the range of the tracking device when he landed.
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1 kilometre from Nbotou�s camp, Democratic Republic of Congo
The sun climbed higher in the sky, shadows retreating as it moved overhead, as if scared by the intensity of the heat. The jeep had a puncture. Gustav�s fear that the boy could barely drive the car had proved well-founded. He�d hit a sharp stone sticking up from the track not far from the runway, and the blowout had almost sent them careering into a ditch.
Now they were ranged alongside the car, Gustav yanking at the wheel nuts with a rusty spanner, going nowhere fast. No one spoke. The heat was too much. Eventually he got the wheel off. Managed to fit the spare. Gustav didn�t ask permission to drive, he simply sat behind the wheel and started the engine. The soldiers didn�t protest. It was unlikely he�d get lost driving down a narrow track through the heart of the jungle.
�Good work Gustav,� Monsieur Blanc said, patting him on the shoulder. The man had been his personal assistant for the last five years. He didn�t have the quickest of minds but he was a workhorse, reliable and strong. Brave with it.
Jack had been dumped in the rear of the jeep. His side was aching but he still struggled against plastic tape holding his wrists and feet together. One of the boy soldiers had climbed in beside him, the one in the torn football shirt. He flicked carelessly at the safety catch on the AK-47, poked at the cords digging into Jack�s ankles and wrists. Jack wondered how old the kid was, hard to tell from his height, he looked hungry, malnourished. Maybe ten or twelve.
�You like football?� He asked. The boy frowned, �football, tu aimes �a?� Jack repeated, pointing at his Manchester United shirt, wondering if they still spoke French in this area. The boy nodded shyly.
�Wanwoonee,� he announced with a nod of his head, performing a miniature kick with his fingers and miming a goal celebration.
�Wanwoonee?� Jack repeated, wondering what the boy was talking about. He thought for a moment��Wayne Rooney?� He asked at last, laughing.
�Oui, oui, Wan Rooney, good player, very good,� the boy said, smiling, for one moment transformed from a child soldier back into a grinning child. One of the older boys shouted at him from the front of the car. Jack couldn�t understand the words but he got the meaning, could tell the boy had been told to shut up.
The rusted gates to the colonial mansion took three boys to lift and pull open. Gustav drove through and parked in the courtyard, as close as he could to the house. My God, he muttered to himself as he looked around. The air was oppressive, the scent of death heavy. Two boys were busy skinning a monkey, the stringy red meat already attracting a cloud of flies. The creature�s hands had been severed from the arms and put to one side, looked like a pair of children�s gloves, but with tendons still trailing. Gustav spat in disgust.
�Welcome to the abode of Clement Nbotou.� Monsieur Blanc said quietly. He had been to this place before, and now, as then, he felt the same creeping sensation he was in one of the most unpleasant places on the planet.
�Stinks to hell man,� Gustav replied, his sleeve over his nose, the combination of open latrines, smoke, and body odour strangling his throat.
In the back of the jeep, Jack had managed to yank himself into an upright position. He too felt disgust, but that was not his primary emotion, he also felt sorrow. The children here were as captive as he was. Maybe even more so, since he was resolved to escape; they looked resigned to their fate, nothing to escape to.
�Monsieur Blanc, mon tr�sCher!� Clement�s deep voice bellowed from the entrance to the house. �I trust your journey was not too unpleasant.� He jogged down the steps to meet them, his black skin glistening with a layer of sweat, eyes bright, mouth smiling a crocodile smile.
Gustav instinctively took a step back. The man was a giant, taller than him with a massive frame; he dominated his surroundings, dominated the jungle. It was not just because of his physique, it was the contained energy, the sheer force of his personality.
He leant forward and embraced Monsieur Blanc warmly, then held out his arm and shook Gustav�s hand. To his surprise the grip was soft, gentle even. A man like Clement did not need to bother asserting himself by crushing the hands of the people he greeted.
�And what is this you bring me trussed up like a chicken in the back of the jeep?� He gestured towards Jack, a puzzled smile on his face. Monsieur Blanc cleared his throat.
�Him, yes. A long story. Why don�t we open a bottle of whiskey and I can explain all?� He replied smoothly, reaching behind him for a case of single malt and presenting it to Clement. Clement�s eyes lit up.
�Laphraoig. My favourite! Very hard to find in the Congo you know,� he replied with a deep belly laugh, slapping Monsieur Blanc on the back. For the first time Jack realised the diminutive size of the man and his healthy waistline worked in his favour. Monsieur Blanc would never be perceived as a threat by the people he did business with, his physicality was too comic, too clown-like.
Clement led them up the steps and into the mansion. As he reached the door, he turned and looked back, the smile gone. A different expression in place. He pointed at the two boys struggling to skin the monkey, shouted at them, pointed at Jack, then disappeared inside. The boys dropped the meat and ran to their weapons, taking up position on either side of him. Schoolchildren told by the headmaster to monitor the playground. Schoolchildren with guns.
Jack was still struggling with the wires that bound his wrists and ankles. The two boys watched him with doleful eyes. One of them chewing a piece of bark.
�I�m Jack,� he announced, smiling. �Pleased to meet you.� The boys didn�t respond. He stuck out his tongue and crossed his eyes. The younger of the two laughed. The other boy didn�t, just watched him solemnly. It was a long shot, but he saw the children as his most likely means of escape. If he could just get one of them to untie his wrists. He looked up at the sun overhead. Never mind untying his wrists, he�d be grateful if they just moved him to the shade. The heat was unbearable, his throat dry as sandpaper. He hadn�t had a drink since the plane and he wasn�t sure how much longer he would last in the full glare of the sun.
It might have been an hour, maybe two, possibly three, before Monsieur Blanc emerged from the house. The blistering heat, the cramps in his legs and arms, the stabbing pain in Jack�s side meant each minute felt like an eternity. He had tried counting in his head but he ended up getting angry, losing the numbers, the natural order of things.
�Well Jack, I have some good news and some bad news. The good news is that the meeting with Clement went well and he accepted our explanation as to why we brought you here with grace and humour.� He breathed a small sigh. �The bad news is Gustav and I are now going to cut out the device.�
Jack was too weary to respond. He tried looking up at the house but it was dissolving into hundreds of tiny white dots before his eyes. Gustav appeared at the top of stairs, unsteady on his feet. He belched loudly.
�Come Gustav, let�s get the boy inside.� He leant in close to Jack and said, �for a Russian, he is not a great drinker.� The last thing Jack heard before he passed out.
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Sir Clive Mortimer wouldn�t have believed it if he hadn�t seen it with his own eyes. One minute the deer was chewing the cud, the next it was vaporised in a blister of heat, a flash of light. Of course he�d viewed Harvey�s promotional videos, but they hadn�t convinced him, he was sure some kind of visual trickery was involved.
�Careful you don�t start any fires with that thing,� Sir Clive said, as they trudged over to the charred corpse. The smell of burnt flesh stung their nostrils. Harvey couldn�t help but grin.
�All Bob�s work. The man�s a genius. Got the prototype down in size and increased the intensity of the plasma flare. Means the target just lights up. And that�s not even on the strongest setting.�
�Quite an achievement,� Sir Clive replied. Bob smiled modestly. �I have a very good team,� he replied.
�What�s the range?�
�Up to half a kilometre. But you can get a wide angle on it. The lower settings will send out a divergent beam. Instead of incinerating someone, you�ll just fry their pain receptors. Freeze them to the spot.� Bob replied.
�You want to get some of your troops to try it out, get a handle on it?� Harvey said, pleased he�d gotten Sir Clive�s interest. Sir Clive rubbed his chin. �Have you run a range of environment tests? Heat, humidity, dust, extreme cold?�
�Of course. Stress tests were carried out over a year ago,� Bob said. �It�s at production stage. All we need is a steady supply of coltan.�
�And the battery?�
�Five hundred pulses on max strength from a pack. And remember, you set it to divergent mode and one pulse will immobilise a crowd of 50 people at a hundred metres.�
Sir Clive nodded. �What do you think Ed, willing to give it a go? Ed Garner checked the weapon. Lightweight, no heavier than a small submachine gun, carbon fibre body. Simple to use too. He liked the feel of it.
�As long as the damn thing doesn�t jam it�s fine by me. Might fire off a few more rounds before we ship out. And I�m packing all the usual kit too. How much does one of these retail for?�
�For you Ed, $450,000,� Harvey replied, switching easily to salesman mode.
�No shit!� Ed replied, laughing. �That�s a hell of a price to pay for a gun.�
�It�s a hell of a gun. Switch to divergent mode. Point at the cattle in that field.� Ed looked a little uncertainly at the cows in the field. He had no desire to turn them into beef burgers before their time. �Switch to the lowest setting. All you�ll do is give them a little fright.� Harvey said encouragingly. Ed pointed the gun at the cattle, it fizzed then cracked. A burst of light. The animals panicked, running at one another, turning circles, heads swaying, mouths foaming.
�You do that to a crowd of people and it�ll have the same effect. It�s an odd sensation, a burning pain under the skin. Liable to induce panic, but not fatal. Guaranteed to stop a group of soldiers in their tracks,� Bob explained confidently.
�Come on. I think we�ve curdled enough milk for one day,� Sir Clive said. �Ed, I want to go over the op with you once more. The details for the drop and the pick-up point. Make sure you�re clear.�
�Fine,� Ed said, �We�ll go through it with the team. What time are we shipping out?�
�You�ll flying out from Brize Norton tonight, 8 pm. The Chinook will take you there. Should be parachuted over the Congo in the early hours of tomorrow morning. I don�t want you spending more than a day on reconnaissance. Not unless it�s absolutely necessary. Time is everything.�
Ed nodded grimly. Preparation was everything, Sir Clive�s plans were hurried and he hoped he hadn�t missed a trick. He wasn�t quite so convinced Clement Nbotou�s soldiers would be as ill-prepared and undertrained as Sir Clive suggested.
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Archie Hartman walked quickly down the steps and onto the runway, the tarmac reflecting the last of the afternoon heat into his pasty face. It had been a quiet flight but he hadn�t slept. Too busy reading. Too busy worrying. He picked up the holdall with the tracking device from the carousel and hoped it hadn�t been knocked about too much.
A row of taxis waited hopefully outside the airport, each one with a smiling driver promising him the best price in town. Archie picked the nearest one; he wasn�t too concerned about safety. If the driver was foolish enough to try anything he�d come off worse. A lot worse.
�Take me to the best hotel in the city, not some shit house run by your friend�s cousin or your brother-in-law�s uncle.� He announced with an easy-going grin and a wave of a $100 bill. �And I�ll need you to stick around, you�ll get another one of these tomorrow.�
That was the chauffeur sorted. $100 was more than he would earn in a month. �Oh, and I�d like to borrow your mobile,� he said. �Don�t worry, local call.�
Later that evening, having finally persuaded the owner of the hotel to give him a room with a lock on the door and a mosquito net that wasn�t full of large holes, Archie Hartman headed into town. He�d managed to make contact with Spike Van de Weye. One-time soldier, one-time mercenary, now a small-time arms dealer, bar owner and all-round fixer.
He handed the address to the taxi-driver who drove quickly through the downtown traffic, past the bustling cafes and hotels and on to the outskirts.
�You sure this is the right way?� Archie asked, as the streetlights dropped away and the surface of the road grew more and more uneven. More holes than road, he thought grimly, head bumping against the roof of the cab.
�Bar Terese you say?� The driver asked. Archie nodded. �This way. Very popular place.� Archie looked out the window, the houses close together, compacted, one-storey tall, flimsy constructions of wood and corrugated metal. Some had electricity, others small fires outside. Ahead the sound of music, bass-heavy rumba and shimmering Congolese guitars in the darkness. The cab pulled over.
�We are there sir. Just follow the music,� the driver said. He climbed out the cab, whistled a greeting to some friends by the bar. Archie followed. It looked more like a concrete bunker with the front wall sliced off than a bar. Electric lanterns were strung up between faded plastic tables and chairs and a pair of heavy-looking speakers pounded out the music. In the background, not quite drowned out by the thumping bass, was the disgruntled chug of the diesel generator that powered the place.
Spike was sitting at the bar. He had a ruddy complexion and sandy blond hair that rose in uncontrollable tufts from his pink scalp. Archie had first assumed he got the nickname from the hair and only discovered later it was because of his skill with a trench knife, the spiked blade he used to favour in close-quarter fighting. They�d worked together twice before, Spike providing ground level intel on two ops the SAS had run in Nigeria.
He was reliable but expensive, trustworthy as long as you paid on time. Similar age to Archie, but he�d grown fat over the years, his stomach hanging low over his belt, his neck rolling over the top of his short-sleeved safari shirt. He had his back to Archie, cigarette dangling from one hand, his other draped over a young black woman. He turned before Archie could call out his name, stepped forward and into the darkness.
�Archie you old bastard, that you?� He said, a broad grin spreading across his face. �You look pale as hell man, here for the weather?� A deep belly laugh rose from within him as he embraced Archie in a mighty bear hug. He might have put on a few pounds, but Archie could tell the muscle was still sound underneath the fat.
�I take it you�re here for business, not pleasure? Hell of a long way to come for a drink,� Archie tried to pull his face into a smile. It wasn�t very convincing.
�Business it is. You�re looking well Spike.�
�You mean I�m looking fat hey? Don�t worry. I know. Too much meat. Here man, come into my office,� he led Archie past the bar and through a door that looked stronger than it needed to be.
�Nice place,� Archie said, because he couldn�t think of anything else to say and he had never been much good at small talk. Spike laughed, �it might be a shit hole but it�s my shit hole. And it�s good for business, people know where to find me and no one can be bothered to rob the place.� He flicked the light switch and shut the door behind Archie. The room was cool, air-conditioned.
�Take a seat. Been a long time Archie man, what can I do for you?� Two whiskey glasses appeared on the desk and Spike pulled a bottle out of one of the drawers.
Archie took a glass and drained it, promising himself he�d only have the one. It would have been impolite to refuse. Spike refilled it. Maybe just the two then.
�I need the stuff on this list,� Archie said, passing a note over the desk. �How long before you can get it?� Spike took a drag on his cigarette, downed his whiskey and cast his eyes over the items. It didn�t present too much of a challenge, it was all standard kit, stuff he had in storage: webbing, side arms, morphine, a sat phone, hunting knives, jungle hammock, malaria tablets. Hiring a helicopter might take a couple of days to arrange but it was all do-able.
�You off on a little camping trip, maybe doing some hunting?� He asked with a smile.
�Something like that.� Archie replied.
�Look, you get me the money I can drop this round for you early tomorrow.� Spike said.
�Great. Pass me your phone and account details and let me know how much, I�ll transfer it straight away.�
Spike was taken aback. Normally he expected his clients to bargain; his prices were high, too high for anyone to pay unquestioningly and Archie hadn�t even asked how much it would come to. If he didn�t know the man better he would have suspected a set up. He looked at him carefully, took in the slight tremble in his hand, the intense look in his eye.
�You in trouble man?� He asked at length. Archie frowned, scratched his head. He had no reason to lie to the man.
�Not me. My boy. My boy�s out there. I need to bring him back.�
Spike nodded. He had known Archie long enough to remember what had happened after Paul�s death. The man was derailed. You couldn�t go for a drink with him without it ending in disaster, a dozen bars half destroyed, the same number of broken noses.
�Come with me. I�ll get you tooled up. Then we�ll see what we can do about that chopper.� He said, rising to his feet. �And don�t worry about payment, we can sort it out later.�
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Jack awoke to a searing pain in his abdomen, two blurred figures above him, a waking nightmare. Red droplets fell from the hands of one of the men, a low voice muttering in French. Blackness soaked into the edge of his vision. Blotting out the light but something above him glinted, sunlight on water. A chandelier? In his side a rat, wriggling about in his intestines, trying to claw its way out, skin stretched to breaking point, surface torn. Distant voices from another world.
There, clean this up. We�ll add it to the other devices.
What are you going to do with him? Let him bleed out? Drop him in the jungle?
An ominous silence. I�ll put in some stitches. Keep him breathing for now. Clement made it quite clear he doesn�t want a white body buried on his lands. Never know who might turn up looking for it. And it�s better he stays alive till we can dump him in the bush. A dead body will start to stink in this humidity.
Two sets of footsteps moving away. One came back, splashed something over the wound. This time the pain was too much, the bite of the alcohol sterilising the wound, and Jack blacked out.
Despite any lack of formal training, Monsieur Blanc was well-practised at carrying out impromptu surgery. He had dealt with his fair share of injuries, some more serious than others, and his stubby fingers were remarkably dextrous. He stood back to admire his work: the stitches were neat and well-tied, the wound looked clean.
He had another reason for keeping the boy alive. The device had been close to the surface, not connected to the surrounding tissue as Dr. Seladin had led him to believe. The isolation of the unit within the body bothered him. If was not connected to living organic matter, then why embed it in a living host in the first place? It supported the story Jack had spun. The notion the devices did nothing�either he or Clement were being set up and it wasn�t a pleasant sensation.
He wiped the boy�s forehead, scalded red from where they�d left him in the sun.
�The operation was a success I hear?� Monsieur Blanc jumped. It was Clement�s voice booming from the doorway.
�Yes, easy to retrieve the device. You have the full set now. Should be able to move them on to to your buyer.� Monsieur Blanc replied. Clement waved his hand impatiently.
�Come, leave business talk for later. Now we eat. Mwamba, jungle stew, spicy as you like it.� Monsieur Blanc nodded, pouring some of the alcohol disinfectant over his hands and drying them with a pocket-handkerchief. He hated the chewy, spicy, unidentifiable bits of meat Clement served up, but it would not do to give offence and refuse it. Especially not when the boy soldiers that served them would be half-starving.
Clement walked over to where Jack lay, leant his head over the boy�s mouth, felt the faint whisper of breath on his ear.
�Still alive. You did a good job. Maybe I�ll call you next time instead of visiting my doctor in Switzerland.� Monsieur Blanc forced a laugh. �I fear that would be something of a mistake. I can stitch up a knife wound. At a push I might be able to dig out a bullet, cauterise the veins, but that is all. Battlefield surgery. I�m afraid I wouldn�t be able to perform the expert plastic surgery that keeps you looking so young.�
Clement roared with laughter and clapped Monsieur Blanc on the shoulder. �You flatter me, mon ami. Now, what about this boy,� he surveyed the prostrate body lying on the makeshift operating table. Took in the size of the man, the muscular build.
�I am thinking we might be wise to put a guard or two on this room,� he said after a moment�s reflection. �Just in case he wakes up.�
�Agreed,� Monsieur Blanc nodded. �And make sure they�re armed. He has a tendency to struggle. Now, where is this famous jungle stew of yours?�
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RAF Hercules, over Democratic Republic of Congo
The night sky was blue-black. Patchy clouds but otherwise no cover. The bone-rattling Hercules was not the best plane from which to jump, but at short notice they had to take what was available. No chance of resting up during the flight either, the thunderous racket from the props saw to that.
Ed Garner made his way along the fuselage, stopping to talk briefly with each member of the team in a combination of sign language and shouts above the roar of the engines. He wanted to check they were fully prepped but he also needed to keep himself busy, keep his mind off the drop. That was the worst bit, so many things could go wrong. Wind speed calculated incorrectly, a mistake by the navigator that left them miles from their target, equipment failures, primary chute not opening, secondary chute not opening. Ed had been in the armed forces long enough to see it all. He would be happier once the team were safely on the ground and in position. He opened the cockpit door, closing it behind him. The roar of the engines fell away. The one area of the plane that had some kind of noise insulation.
�How long till we reach the drop zone?� He asked the co-pilot. �Twenty minutes. Make your final checks. We�ll be opening the loading doors, need to get you guys out as close together as possible.�
�Fine,� Ed said, his jaw clenched. �What are we cruising at?�
�Twenty-thousand feet, but we�ll bring it down to fifteen for the jump.� The co-pilot had no idea what the men in the back of his plane were going to do once they hit the ground. He didn�t need to know, wasn�t in his job description. Just fly them to the co-ordinates on the map and open the doors. Ed nodded his thanks and returned to his men.
�Final checks please boys. We�re jumping in 20.� A flurry of arms and kit from the men, faces streaked with black and dark green camouflage paint. Parachutes hefted onto broad shoulders, safety catches checked.
Ed walked down the plane to the loading doors. The rear of the plane was alive with vibrations, metal rattling against metal. Even noisier here than in the middle of the fuselage. He pressed the intercom that linked to the cockpit.
�How long to drop zone?� Ed asked into intercom.
�Ten minutes, line up your men. Over.� The pilot�s voice crackled back. Ed signalled to his men to get in position. Once the cargo doors were open they�d drop in pairs. A dangerous jump because of the darkness and the size of the clearing they had to land on. Wind speed was low, seven knots, but still enough to carry them into the trees if they didn�t all get out in time.
The rear doors opened slowly, a rush of air through the aircraft, a high-pitched whine, the sound of the engines even louder. The men waited for the command, faces tense, concentrated, adrenalin pumping through their blood.
�You�re clear. Go! Go! Go!� The pilot�s voice bellowed through the intercom. The men stepped forwards, ready for the jump. Ed watched them go. When the last pair had left, he stepped to the edge of the cargo doors. He braced himself for that moment when his body would drop like a stone but his stomach would stay in the same place. Solid ground to nothing in under a second, cold air streaming past, loud as a waterfall. Ground rushing towards you. From here on in it was all instinct.
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Far below Monsieur Blanc, Gustav and Uko chewed their way through the stringy meat that made up the stew, forcing laughter at the stories told by Clement, swatting the occasional mosquito that found its way through the netting over the windows. They listened to his tales of jungle warfare. Of the village he had grown up in, the battles he had won, the booby traps he had fitted to his Maybach.
�Anyone tries to take that car they�ll find they don�t have a leg to stand on,� he said wiping his lips. �And I mean that literally. Charges go off at waist height.�
Whenever he had important guests Clement liked to serve food in the formal dining room. Walls lined with tarnished and cracked mirrors, jungle vines creeping through cracks that had opened up in the window frames, green tendrils trying to reclaim the house as their own. A reminder to those present that the Congo was not an area a Colonial power could hold on to for long.
None of them paid any attention to the distant rumble above the clouds, they were too used to the sounds of aeroplanes to notice. None of them except Clement. His ears pricked up at the noise. It sounded like a large propeller driven aircraft. They were not in flight path for Kinshasa airport or Kampala in Uganda. The occasional aid flight flew past but they tended to land at the military bases in the west of the Congo. He signalled to one of the boys serving dinner and spoke quietly in his ear.
�Go, take two climbers, one on the roof and one in the tree tops and watch the skies. Quickly now.� The boy nodded and darted out of the room, the tree they used as a look-out post was at the end of the courtyard, he shimmied up it, shouting at one of his friends to climb onto the roof of the house as he did so. The noise from the plane had died down, somewhere to the west. He looked up at the night sky, eyes absorbing every last scrap of light, straining to see. Nothing. The other lookout whistled, he was already on the roof of the building, hanging on to the chimneystack. He whistled again, pointing east. The boy in the tree focused on the direction he was pointing in. Against a cloud, for no more than a second, a sudden flicker, a change of tone. Then another. Two more. Could be a bird. Could be nothing. They remained in place, watching the sky, listening carefully.
In his room at the top of the stairs, Jack also caught the sound of the plane. His body might be dehydrated, weak, recovering from exposure to the heat of the sun and Monsieur Blanc�s impromptu surgery, but he recognised it immediately. The distinctive drone of the RAF Hercules. The four prop driven engines. You don�t grow up on army bases without getting to know that sound. He listened, ears straining. It grew quieter then louder. Was it because of a change in wind direction or had the plane banked? Changed its course? He wasn�t sure, but could only think of one reason why it might suddenly turn, it had dropped its load, got rid of its cargo.
He struggled to raise his head to hear better, but something cold poked at his chest. His eyes focused on it. A black tube, shiny, and at the other end of it a small boy. The gun was almost too heavy for him. His arms shook slightly under the weight. Jack lay back down. The pressure from the gun barrel eased. Was this a rescue mission for him? Somehow he doubted it.
�Well Clement, I would like to thank you for your hospitality,� Monsieur Blanc said, getting up off the crate he had been seated on. �But I think I should check on the boy. Make sure he hasn�t come to. Or died.� He added as an afterthought.
�Of course, but I want you back here for a game of black jack after. See if you can win any of that money I took from you last time.� Clement replied cheerfully.
�I doubt that very much,� Monsieur Blanc said, downing the last of his bottle of beer. It had warmed up quickly in the heat of the dining room and tasted bitter and unpleasant.
In the corridor, a gentle breeze from the open doorway cooled the beads of sweat on the back of his neck. He was thinking about Jack�s warning, about the way the device was implanted under the skin. There were questions that needed answers.
He walked quickly up the marble staircase, the effort required to shift his weight in the humid air bringing a fresh dampness to his forehead. How he hated the jungle. Couldn�t wait to leave Clement�s god-forsaken hellhole and return to his palatial home in Paris or the chateau he owned near Poitiers. He earned his money, no doubt about it, and for the most part he enjoyed his work. But Clement�s false bonhomie grated, tried his patience. The man was a brute, clear and simple. Having to sit and eat his indigestible food and laugh at his jokes required more diplomacy than he possessed.
He was about to enter Jack�s room when he heard something from the far end of the corridor. Sounded like a wounded animal. A soft whimpering. He walked along the landing, pulled at a heavy wooden door, half hanging off its hinges. For a moment he feared it might be locked, but it was just the resistance of warped wood. Clement didn�t lock the doors to his apartment, there was nothing worth stealing inside.
The noise stopped as he soon as he opened the door. A sharp intake of breath from near the window. He could see a thin figure shaking in the corner of the room. A girl. Monsieur Blanc knew enough about Clement and his soldiers to understand the routine rape and kidnap of girls from nearby villages was part of their military strategy. An attempt to control what was left of the local population through brutality and fear.
He stepped towards the girl. �It�s ok, it�s ok. �a va �a va,� he spoke quietly, as reassuringly as he could. Both hands held up, palms facing outwards. The girl retreated as far as she could into the corner of the room. She was tied to the bed. What looked like an electrical cable cutting into the skin around her ankle. Without thinking he pulled out his pocketknife and cut through the plastic cord. An adult he would have left, an adult should be able to fend for themselves, but a child? He couldn�t leave her to Nbotou. The faces of the sisters at the Shanghai Mission were in his mind�s eye, judging his actions.
He took the girl by the arm, pulled her towards the streaks of orange-yellow light that fell through the shutters, cast his eye quickly over her body. The slip of a dress barely covered her, ugly welts on her arms and legs from where she�d been beaten.
He shook his head. �Come, viens,� he said, taking her hand and leading her out of the door. She went with him. Something about the short fat man meant she didn�t feel threatened. His eyes. The tone of his voice. Monsieur Blanc wasn�t thinking about what he would do with her. What he would tell Clement. Just wanted to get her out of that room.
�Where you take me?� She said. He was surprised, hadn�t expected her to be able to speak English. He shrugged his shoulders and smiled.
�I don�t know. Home? Where do you live?� The girl shrugged.
�Far,� was all she said in reply. He took her hand and led her out of the room, along the corridor. He tapped on the door of the room where they were keeping Jack. No answer. He tapped again. A small boy opened it a fraction. Monsieur Blanc pushed past him and entered the room.
Jack strained his neck, shifted himself onto his elbows. The boy with the gun shouted, his voice high, unbroken. Monsieur Blanc shooed him away.
�Did you hear it?� Jack said, that half-croak back again, same as he�d had when he escaped from the lab.
�Did I hear what?� Monsieur Blanc asked, both irritated and relieved that the boy was alive and asking questions.
�The engines. The props. The sound of the Hercules. They�re sending in the big guns. My guess is they�ll be a troop of gun-toting soldiers here in the morning, courtesy of the British army.�
Monsieur Blanc stepped towards him, shaking his finger. �You�re lying. I didn�t hear anything. I would have noticed.� He said. Jack lay back down. �Please yourself. You don�t have to believe me. And I�m guessing Nbotou hasn�t got the facilities to test the devices here, otherwise you�d probably be hanging from the monkey puzzle tree in the courtyard by your intestines.� Jack caught sight of the girl standing warily behind Monsieur Blanc.
�Who�s your friend?� He asked, pointing at the girl.
�No one. Just a child Nbotou thinks he can treat like a dog.�
�What are you going to do with her?� Jack asked, frowning.
�I don�t know,� Monsieur Blanc replied, wearily wiping the sweat from his forehead. �Get her out of here.� He added weakly.
�Very charitable. Wouldn�t have put you down as an envoy for bloody Unicef.� Jack said, his tone heavy with sarcasm.
�For God�s sake, shut up,� Monsieur Blanc replied irritably. �How many times do you have to be kidnapped, cut open, and beaten before you finally stop talking?� Exasperation in his voice, but also a grudging respect. The man was resilient. He pulled a crate close to the makeshift operating table and signalled to the boy by the door. �Food and drink please. Chop chop!� He clapped his hands together. The boy darted out of the room.
Monsieur Blanc leant close to Jack, spoke quietly. �When I took out the device I noticed it wasn�t attached to living tissue. Which would support your claim that this is a setup. But why here, why Nbotou, why British Secret Services? He is a tyrant, a despicable man, but that has never been enough for you British to take someone out before. Usually you are quite happy to let warlords be warlords, run their own little fiefdoms. As long as it doesn�t interfere with your economic interests.� Jack heaved himself onto the edge of the table, the blood rushing away from his head, made him feel dizzy. �Who knows? What�s he got, aside from the coltan? Is the stuff really that valuable?�
�To a weapons manufacturer maybe.� Monsieur Blanc sighed. A long day. It was going to be a long night too. �This is very fucked-up.� He said at last. Jack realised it was the only time he had ever heard the man swear. His French accent put an odd emphasis on the word, an effect that would have been comic in any other situation.
�I should never have got involved. You know Jack, sometimes it is the big corporations that do the worst, that are the worst. They buy the backing of governments, set themselves above the law.�
The boy arrived carrying a plate of food in one hand and a bottle of beer in the other. The large machine gun was slung precariously over his shoulder. Monsieur Blanc and Jack had the same thought. If he trips and drops the gun it could send a live round into any corner of the room. They watched him make his way over the creaking wooden floorboards, he handed the food and drink to Monsieur Blanc, and there was a collective sigh of relief.
�How many of them do you think die from accidental shootings a year?� Jack asked, taking the plate of food from Monsieur Blanc and downing the beer. It swirled, cold and delicious, down his throat and into his empty belly.
�Quite a few. Like the food?� Jack didn�t answer, too busy stuffing the spicy stew into his mouth. �I grew up on dodgy Croydon kebabs with chilli sauce. This is something of an improvement.� He shovelled another mouthful of food in. �You really think the people who employed you would go to all this effort to secure supplies coltan?� He asked.
Monsieur Blanc shrugged. �I think they would do a lot worse. If they need the metal to fulfil a contract there�s no knowing how far they�d go. And Nbotou�s the perfect target. Large amounts of the stuff here. Processed and held in reserve. If they�re planning to send people in to take him out they better be good. Half the soldiers might be children but they know this jungle like the back of their hands. Know where the mines are, can shimmy up the trees and take them out from above before they even know they�re under attack.� He paused and looked at Jack.
�The biggest mistake they could make would be to under-estimate a man like Clement. He�s taken control of this area for a reason. He knows how to fight.�
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Two chutes deployed. Now three, four. Opening up like rain clouds over the forest canopy. Puffs of smoke. Air rushing past. Ed strained to check the altimeter on his wrist. Two more seconds. One, two. Rip-cord pulled at the last moment. The sudden yank backwards, jerking his shoulders upright, horizontal to vertical in a fraction of a second. The rushing sound ceased. The speed of descent dramatically slowed. He could see nine other chutes. A relief. They�d all opened. Now he just had to hope the navigator had got the bearings right and they weren�t going to land in the treetops. He could see a snaking silver trail through the darkness. The river Congo. And over to the right the ghoulish glow of yellow floodlights. Had to be Clement�s camp. Where was the airstrip? No time to check, he was scanning the ground below him, the clearing visible now. A dull grey roundish shape against the deeper blacks of the jungle.
Two parachutes disappeared, extinguished. Then another. And another. The team were landing, pulling in their chutes as soon as they hit the ground. The treetops reached up towards him, he sailed past, slowing himself the moment before his feet touched the ground. An expert landing. He jogged forwards, turned and tugged the chute in, hefting the pack off his shoulder and bundling it all together. Perfect conditions for a night jump. Good visibility, low wind and no rain. So far so good. Footsteps running towards him, the other members of the team. He didn�t say anything, just signalled to the tree line. They sprinted towards it, into the cover of the undergrowth.
The two boys acting as lookouts kept their eyes trained on the night sky, not sure what they�d seen. The different shades that had flickered briefly against the clouds were long gone. No way of knowing what had caused them. They climbed down from their positions and ran to the house. Was this something to bother Clement with? The big boss? He�d beaten a boy half to death for interrupting a black jack game once before. Depended on how much he had been drinking.
They walked uneasily towards the dining room, the booming laughter from Clement echoing along the hallway. The other guests provided a nervous accompaniment, bad actors trying laugh convincingly in a surreal play. The boy who�d shimmied up the tree pushed the door open first, he was a year older than his friend and determined to show how brave he was. He marched up to the dining table and executed an untidy salute. Nobody noticed him. Clement had opened a bottle of whiskey and was pouring a generous measure into Gustav�s glass.
�I tell you my friend, do not drink that jungle brew, it�ll make you blind. I swear to God.� He laughed loudly.
�At least that was my excuse last time Uko dragged me to one of Kinshasa�s more expensive brothels.�
The boy didn�t know what to do, whether to interrupt the boss man or creep back out the room.
�Sah, please sah,� he said quietly. Arm still raised above his head in a mock salute. Clement didn�t hear. The boy stepped closer, tapped him lightly on the shoulder. Clement spun round drunkenly, eyes rolling in his head, reached for his pistol and nearly fell off his chair. The boy jumped back nervously, his friend cowered against the door. Clement staggered to his feet, one hand resting on the edge of the table.
The barrel of the gun was unsteady, Clement�s aim shifting indecisively between one boy and the other. �I swear there are two of you. I must be more drunk than I thought!� More booming laughter followed as he slipped the weapon back into his holster.
�Now tell me soldier, what did you see in the skies?� He asked, placing a heavy hand on the shoulder of the nearest boy.
�I don�t know sah. Against the clouds. A flicker of something. We both saw.� Clements eyes narrowed.
�A flicker. Moving across the sky or downwards?� The other boy stepped forwards, realising they weren�t about to be beaten.
�Downwards. But only for a second.� Clement nodded. Despite the amount of alcohol he had drunk he was still thinking clearly. �Take two other boys, two of the younger ones. Do not wear army clothes. Do not take guns or knives. Just some sticks. I want you to run to where you saw the shapes in the sky. Can you do that? For tonight you are not soldiers. Remember that. You are children hunting bush meat by night, setting traps. To bring your mama a nice meal in the morning. Do you understand?�
The two boys nodded solemnly. �Good, now if you find anything, broken branches, any trace of people who should not be in our lands, you are to run straight back and let me know. Is that clear?�
He waved the two boys away, swirling the contents of his glass thoughtfully. A flicker against the skies, hardly a reason to panic, but combined with the sound of the engine�He drained the glass. Always best to go with your instinct, he thought, setting it down noisily on the table.
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�So what�s your plan?� Jack asked, �now you�re a responsible family man an� all�, he said, gesturing at the girl standing behind Monsieur Blanc. �And there�s going to be a shit storm of apocalyptic proportions.�
Monsieur Blanc took out his silk handkerchief and dabbed at his forehead. �I doubt any shit storm, as you call it, will take place tonight. If someone has been dropped into the jungle they�ll need a day to set up, get in position, carry out their reconnaissance. And seeing as a helicopter is picking me and Gustav up tomorrow night from Clement�s runway, I am confident we should be able to get away.� He folded the handkerchief into a neat square and put it back into his pocket. �Frankly a helicopter is the safest way to fly in and out of this area. Landing anything bigger than a twin engine Cessna on that airstrip is asking an awful lot from your pilot.� He looked at the girl. �We will return you to your village won�t we? You can point it out from the sky.� The girl nodded, a ghost of a smile flashing briefly over her lips. Monsieur Blanc turned back to Jack. �I�ll tell Clement I found her wandering the corridors up here and would like to keep her with me.�
�You think he�ll buy that?� Jack asked. Monsieur Blanc shrugged, �he is a man, he will assume another man has the same base reasons as he would for making such a request. In any case women are nothing more than objects to him, once he�s finished with them he throws them to the wolves,� he walked towards the window, �lets the boy soldiers do what they want to them, brutalise and rape them, leave them for dead.� He made a strange tutting sound, shook his head.
Jack leant back on the makeshift operating table, gingerly touching the row of neat stitches with his fingertips. It occurred to him that Monsieur Blanc, although ruthless in his business dealings, and quite content to work with despicable men, had some kind of moral code, something that set him apart from a man like Nbotou. A strange contradiction.
�You did a good job of sewing me up, a lot neater than they managed at MI6. Now I don�t wish to impose, but is there perchance room in your helicopter for me?� He asked, somehow managing to pull his face into what he hoped was a winning grin. Monsieur Blanc turned to him and shook his head.
�Regretfully no,� he said flatly. �But I have no interest in killing where it is not necessary, so I do not intend to take your life.�
�Very considerate of you,� Jack replied.
�Shut up.� He said in a heartbeat. �You can either take your chances tonight and attempt to escape � the guard on this room shouldn�t be too much trouble and by this time of night most of the boys outside are either high or blind drunk. Or both. And if that doesn�t appeal, you can go with Gustav into the jungle tomorrow. He�ll take one of the jeeps, tell Nbotou he is driving you away from his lands to shoot and bury you.�
�And that�s the better option?� Jack asked, incredulously.
�He will not shoot you. I will give him strict instructions. He is usually very obedient.� Monsieur Blanc said, a hint of a smile on his lips as he turned to leave the room. �I know the urge to escape is strong, but I think in this case the second option really is better. Try and get some rest tonight. I will see to it that you�re brought some food tomorrow.� Jack nodded and lay back down on the bed.
�You know what would be really useful?� He asked as Monsieur Blanc was about to leave the room. �A map and a compass.�
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Ed Garner switched on the GPS. His men had grouped in standard lookout formation. Four men on the perimeter, the rest at the centre. Equipment checks carried out, Ed was calling up the coordinates for their two targets: the runway and Clement�s camp.
The on-screen map showed their position, ten miles from the runway and 12 miles from the house. On any other terrain it would take no more than ninety minutes to get to each location, a brisk jog, full kit on the back. Not so fast you used up your energy reserves. The jungle was different. All the men on this mission had jungle experience and all of them knew progress could be considerably slower through the thick undergrowth. If there weren�t established tracks from animals or people they�d have to machete their way through and it would take three times as long.
�We�re splitting into two groups, five men in each.� Ed said, casting a glance at his men. Team one will head to the airstrip.� He read the coordinates out. �Everyone got that? Gavin, I want you to head that team,� Gavin McCallister nodded. The surly Scot who�d proved so effective at demolishing Marcon Pharmaceuticals was looking forward to setting off a nice little firework display at the airstrip.
�Remember, I don�t want any damage to the runway itself. Surrounding buildings fine, blow them sky high, but the tarmac needs to stay intact.� Gav nodded. �Once the explosives and charges are in place, radio me and I�ll forward you our GPS position. The rest of us will be keeping the Camp under surveillance. We have the usual kit. Long range mics to hear what�s going on, thermal imaging cameras to get an idea of which rooms are used. Most likely we�ll be in the treetops, unless there�s some real cover on the ground. It�ll be daybreak by the time you have the charges set up, so you need to be fucking careful on your way back to us. I�ve no idea what time the camp rises but there�s sure to be some lookouts. If you�re spotted shoot to kill. Silencers on please.�
Gav nodded, adrenalin flowing at the prospect of getting on with the mission.
�Come on fellas, you heard what the man said. Let�s be off. I�ll lead with the GPS. Try and keep up.�
�Don�t think we�ll have any problems doing that ya fat bastard.� Mick replied with a grin. Gav was already away, pushing through the bush, it wasn�t thick. He turned, �ten metres between each man, you�ll need your night vision if those clouds come back over the moon.�
Ed watched them disappear into the night, the sound of the jungle loud in his ears, the crickets and cicadas, shrill as a dentist�s drill.
�Ok, the rest of you gather round. According to the satellite images there�s two vantage points on either side of the camp, both high in the trees. If we can get a good position we�ll be able to build up a clear picture of how this camp functions. Maybe even send in a batch of RPGs from there once the fireworks have gone off at the runway. See who runs out the building. If we can�t do this in one shot we�re fucked. We�ll have to make our way out of here through the jungle, across Lake Tanganyika and into Uganda. And I for one do not relish the thought of a hundred mile jungle trek followed by a very long swim, so please, stay focused. It�s as straightforward as a raid on a warlord�s camp can be, which for you boys should be a walk in the park.� The men around him nodded, their faces tense.
Ed checked his watch, �Right, behind me. Ten metres between us. Let�s see if we can get in position before dawn.�
Jack lay back on the table, pretending to sleep. Out of the corner of his eye he watched the boy who was supposed to be guarding him. The child looked bored, only half-awake. His attention distracted by the ant that crawled over the barrel of his gun. It would be easy to overpower him, maybe even take his weapon, but getting out of the house and into the jungle was another matter. Could he really trust Monsieur Blanc? The man was an enigma. Full of contradictions, but there seemed something else to him, the sense that you could take him at his word, which was more than he�d felt from Sir Clive. He closed his eyes and decided to wait it out, let his body, which was clamouring for sleep, drift into a restful state.
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Monsieur Blanc threw his cards down on the table. �Enough Clement, you have taken enough money from me for one night. Please, I need some rest,� he protested. He had allowed his losing streak to continue into the early hours of the morning. Asking to twist when it was likely he�d go bust, letting his debt pile up in hard cash, fifty-dollar bills. 15 or 20 thousand dollars worth. He wasn�t concerned about the money, it represented a tiny fraction of what Clement was paying him for devices, but it was an important gesture, a way of maintaining their business relationship, showing his gratitude.
Clement looked at him slyly, �Rest? Are you sure Monsieur Blanc, with that young girl in your room? She is a wild thing, I can tell you. You won�t be getting any rest.� He smiled a crooked smile and nodded his head slowly. Monsieur Blanc did his best to smile a lascivious smile back, hiding his disgust at the General�s insinuation. Clement had been perfectly happy to let him take the girl. I bet that little jungle cat was about to escape, he�d said when Monsieur Blanc told him he�d found her wandering the corridor.
�You know me too well, Clement,� he replied, and stood up from the table. Gustav had passed out in a wicker chair, he let him be and headed up the marble staircase.
Outside the camp, the four boys raced each other into the jungle, all of them wanting to be the first to discover something important to tell the general. They had only a rough idea where they were going; they set their path by the moon. It was an adventure, and they didn�t even have to carry those stupid heavy guns with them.
At night the jungle was alive in a very different way. Sounds magnified, frogs croaking. They followed a well-worn path, no idea what they were looking for and they didn�t really care. It was a break from the routine of camp life. They swiped at the undergrowth with their sticks, pushed past each other, raced to see who could run fastest. They knew the area well, knew the stretch of forest where the ground had been cleared for mines, knew the areas where the canopy receded to let in more light so they could save the batteries in their torches. On and on they marched, legs getting heavier.
It wasn�t until they�d been walking for nearly two hours that the boy in front declared they should rest. He was the oldest, already thirteen, and the biggest, so the rest of the group went along with his suggestion. They formed a small circle, leaning back against trees or squatting on the ground. The older boy took out a crumpled cigarette from his pocket, no more than a stub, something he had picked up off the ground in the camp, and tried to light it. The other boys watched, impressed at this display of sophistication. He puffed hard, managing to get a thin trail of smoke out of it, the red tip glowing briefly against the darkness.
�This is a foolish trip, Jumo. Why did you tell the General you saw something? If you had lied we could have stayed at the camp. Got ourselves some jungle brew,� he said, a cough catching at the back of his throat. �I don�t believe you saw anything. You are always trying to show off to the General.�
� Shut up,� Jumo replied. �Just because you are lazy. .� the boy with the cigarette stood tall, hands hanging threateningly by his side.
�Say that one more time and I will beat you so hard you shit your teeth.� Jumo backed away wearily, he was only ten, no match for a boy already on the cusp of adolescence.
�Listen, all of you, stop talking.� Another member of the group hissed. The urgency in his voice made them pay attention. Over the background noise of the jungle, the incessant chattering of the cicadas and crickets, the belly croaks from the frogs, the wind through the canopy, there was something else. An uneven sound. A noise that shouldn�t be there. A swoosh that started and stopped. Twigs snapped. The sound started again, then stopped. A heavy trampling through the undergrowth trying to make itself quieter.
�What is it? A gorilla?� The boy with the cigarette suggested. Jumo�s ears strained, �there are no gorillas left here. And listen,� he strained his ears, �whatever it is there�s more than one, into the trees quick.� Jumo scrambled to find a foot hold on the nearest trunk. He heaved himself up using the jungle vines, pulling himself high into the branches, huffing and puffing with the effort. Beneath him the sound of laughter, the older boy had stayed at ground level, still puffing on his cigarette, unaware it had gone out.
�Look at him run, little jungle mouse, afraid of a gorilla,� he called out, shaking his head, �I will stay here, maybe catch some bush meat. And I won�t be sharing any of it with you.� The other boys had gathered round the older boy and were looking up at Jumo, they wanted to join him in the treetops but were afraid Toma would poke fun at them.
Toma was still chuckling as he turned to where the noise was coming from, �come here gorilla, come and give me some nice bush meat, here boy.� He made a clicking sound with his tongue, pulled something from his pocket. He held it out in front of him. It glinted in the darkness. My God, he actually brought a gun, Jumo shook his head, amazed Toma was prepared to disobey the General. Either he is very afraid or very stupid, he thought.
The sound was closer now. �Here boy, come and see the nice little surprise the soldiers have for you, good boy, you�ll make a tasty meal for the camp.� In his mind he was already imagining the other soldiers� faces when he returned with such a prize. A gorilla would keep them in meat for the rest of the week. And ensure he finally got some respect from the older boys who didn�t let him join in their games of football. �Here boy, don�t be shy,� he said.
The sound had stopped. The boys looked at one another uncertainly, then at Toma. They turned in the direction his weapon was pointing. The menacing darkness of the jungle, were unknown and unknowable. On Toma�s forehead a tiny red dot, a pin-prick of crimson light. He couldn�t see it, wasn�t aware of it. The other boys saw it. Moved away from him, quietly as they could, towards the undergrowth. �Hey, where you all going, what are you�� he didn�t finish his sentence.
A strange hissing sound, then a whoosh and a crackle. Toma exploded into a ball of bright white light before their eyes, his scream engulfed in the flames, echoing in the night sky even after his body had been incinerated. The other boys watched, horrified, stunned. They had seen weapons, seen war wounds, seen limbs hacked from corpses, but they had also seen their enemy. Knew his face before he went on the attack. The thin hissing sound began again, the build up. This time the boys� only reaction was panic, running for their lives into the trees. Too late. Ed Garner had decided to experiment with the settings on the new weapon. He broadened the width of the plasma pulse. A diameter of 25 metres, a wider flash, this time it lit up the jungle around him, a frozen moment of bright white light, like a still from a black and white film, the bodies of young boys caught mid-flight. Then darkness.
There was whimpering to his left, two voices. He switched to night vision. Two forms cowering behind the trunk of a tree. Children, he thought in disgust, raising his side arm and emptying three bullets into each of them. He made a mental note of the distance they were from him when he fired. Something for Centurion to work on, apparent ineffectiveness on the left-hand parabola. He scanned the jungle to the left and to the right. No other living forms. Just corpses.
He turned to his troops and signalled for them to move out. Didn�t say a word. No time. Their stop-start march through the jungle was beginning again.
High in the treetops Jumo breathed deeply. The hands he used to hold onto the branches were shaking uncontrollably, causing the leaves to rustle, the sound of a gentle breeze. He watched the shadowy forms below moving stealthily along the path. They didn�t look like any soldiers he had seen before. They were bigger, each one bulked out by a large pack on his back, the equipment he carried with him. And the way they moved, the stop-start motion, always wary, scanning the path ahead for trip wires, mines, enemy soldiers.
Jumo shimmied down the tree. He knew another way back to the camp. A different path that would enable him to overtake them. These were his forests and he could find his way faster than any other soldier, through the undergrowth and back to the camp, warn the general what was coming his way.
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It was still dark when Jack awoke. The dawn was still a distant sliver of pale grey on the horizon, an idea taking shape, silent and unborn, not yet the clamouring chorus that greeted first light. Two hundred miles to the east, his father was already awake, inspecting the helicopter Spike had organised for him. He didn�t much like the look of it, if it had been made out of Lego it would have inspired more confidence. He had checked the tracking device twice in the night, an imprecise machine, almost out of range, the signal fluctuating and fading, hardly there at all, but he had nothing else to go on. Once they were in the air he should be able to home in on it, get closer to it, find his son.
Jack shifted on the table, back aching, side aching, throat parched. The table creaked. He let his eyes get used to the dim light. A shadowy form nearby, the boy guarding the door. He had no way of knowing what time it was. If there was a moment to escape, this was it. The boy stirred, the sound of the table creaking, interrupting his sleep.
�You wouldn�t mind getting me a glass of water would you old chap?� Jack said.
�Huh?� the boy replied, still half asleep.
�Never mind.� Jack said.
Further down the corridor, Jumo banged heavily on the General�s door. Any fear he would normally have felt at disturbing the man in his sleep had been swamped by the adrenaline rushing through his blood. The door opened a crack. One of his Clement�s personal bodyguards peered warily through.
�What do you want boy?� He hissed through stained yellow teeth.
�Please sah, the General, I must report back.� The bodyguard took in the wild-eyed expression, the dilated pupils, the way the boy was out of breath and shaking.
�What have you taken, been on the jungle brew? Chewing cocoa leaves? Whatever prank this is, it is not worth it. You should not always do what the older boys tell you to do. Nobody disturbs the General�s sleep.� He closed the door, disappeared from view.
Jumo tapped at the door again, more insistently. �Sah, please sah, very important.�
The guard opened the door, took a swipe at him.
�I tell you once, I will not tell you again. Get out of here. You cannot disturb the general�s sleep.� Jumo ducked his punch and backed away towards the wall. The bodyguard stepped into the corridor, shaking his fist angrily and pulling a baton from his belt.
�Get out of here, before I give you a proper beating.�
The last time he had allowed someone to interrupt Clement�s sleep it was him that had received the beating. He watched in satisfaction as Jumo scuttled off down the corridor.
Jumo shook his head at the man�s stupidity. The guard was as stupid at Toma, waving his gun at what he thought was a gorilla in the night. Why did the General employ such stupid people? He stood outside, looking up at the night sky, the first glimmer of grey dawn now visible above the canopy. This was a time to stand up for himself, not to run away. His mind made up he charged back into the house, up the stairs and flung himself at the General�s door. Hammered his fists as hard as could, called out �Emergency! Emergency!� He was sick of other people deciding what was and wasn�t the right thing to do.
Gavin McCallister had reached the General�s runway, the broad strip of grey cut through the jungle like a concrete river. Over a mile long, it was an impressive and somehow ominous sight. The effort and expense required to construct and maintain it was a supreme act of will. For one brief moment, Gavin wondered whether the bosses at MI6 had underestimated their man. Anyone who could organise a building project on this scale in the heart of the jungle was likely to be able to organise an army.
He signalled to the men to stay down. There would be some kind of surveillance. Even if it was just a pair of sleepy soldiers in the ramshackle wooden hut at the far end.
�Right boys, I want these charges evenly spaced. We can stay on this side of the runway. The main purpose of these explosions is to simulate a sustained rocket attack, so we need them the last as long as possible. According to the GPS, the camp is only a couple of miles away and there�s a track to it. If you�re quick and we finish this before first light we can take the track. If not, we�ll be cutting a path through the undergrowth. Questions?�
His men shook their heads, already unhitching the rucksacks that contained the explosives, checking the remote detonators.
�Good, we�ll do this in pairs. One person to set the charges and another to keep look out.�
Six kilometres away, close to the camp, Ed Garner wiped his brow with his sleeve. It was a hot and humid night, the backpacks heavy and unwieldy. The sweat that formed on his forehead kept running into his eyes, catching the end of his lashes. It was an arduous trek, slow going, the constant threat of landmines at the back of his mind and dawn not far off.
There were two tall trees directly overlooking the camp. Good places from which to watch and listen. They needed to get in position while it was still dark, ensure they were well-covered.
The banging on the door took its time to filter through Clement�s thick skull, through the whisky fumes and cigar smoke.
�What is all this, what is going on?� He asked irritably, his eyes focusing on the unruly vision at the end of his bed. One of his bodyguards appeared to be holding a young boy by the scruff of his neck.
�Sorry Sir, this boy has been trying to wake you all night. He rushed past me into your room but I caught him. I will be happy to beat him for you sir, if you wish to return to sleep.� The guard attempted to execute an untidy salute but was still holding onto Jumo, who was attempting to wriggle out of his grasp. Clement flicked the light switch, and the dull yellow bulb above the bed flickered to life, painting everything a sickly green. He scratched his head, frowned.
�I know this boy. Sent him out earlier tonight into the jungle.� He said impatiently. �Let him go.� He turned to Jumo. �Now tell me boy, what is so important that it cannot wait till morning?� Jumo shook himself free from the guard�s grip.
�Soldiers sir, heading to camp.� Clement sat upright smartly. Looked deep in the boy�s eyes. �How many?� He asked.
�Five. Maybe more.� He thought back, ran through the scene in his mind, the dark figures passing below the tree. �No, five Sir, definitely.�
�Did you see the uniform? Were they Ugandans?� Clement hacked up a heavy gob of phlegm as he said the word, spitting it smartly into an elephant�s foot umbrella stand, a relic of the previous owners. He had been expecting a raid from Ugandan forces for over a month now, their helicopters had been seen hovering over his camp and didn�t leave until he sent a volley of ground-to-air missiles in their direction. A waste of ammo as far as he was concerned.
�Not Ugandans. Not like any jungle army Sir. More weapons. Big packs. Rich army.� Clement patted the boy on the head. Five soldiers, well-equipped, heading towards his camp. Didn�t make any sense. Only an elite division would be confident enough to walk through enemy territory in such small numbers. He knew the British and Americans liked to send in a small force, specialist troops using guerrilla tactics to spread panic through the enemy, but what the hell were they doing here? Was it even him they were after? There were plenty of other armed militias that might be the target.
�Well done, you were right to wake me. I assume the other boys are keeping track of them?� Jumo swallowed hard, his large eyes blinked quickly.
�No sir, I am afraid they did not make it. Dead Sir.� He tried to keep his voice from cracking but failed. Now he really had the General�s attention.
�How?� He asked, getting up from the bed and pulling on his combat fatigues. Jumo hesitated. �How!� Clement shouted.
�Burnt Sir. White fire. All of them. First Toma, then the rest. All at once.�
�Flame thrower?� He asked, whipping his belt around his waist, buckling it tight under his belly.
�No. Just light. No petrol. And a noise like an insect in the fire. Crackling.� Clement frowned. The boy must be in shock. Blocking out details of the attack. Nothing else it could be other than a flame thrower.
�And all of them dead?�
�Yes sir, one shot. All of them dead.� Clement shook his head and turned to the guard. �Bring Uko here. And rouse the soldiers, tell them to ready themselves.�
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Jack had heard the commotion in the corridor, wondered what was going on, he got up to have a look but the boy waved his gun at him. He looked nervous enough to use it. Gustav burst through the door, barely cast a glance at the guard, pushing him to one side.
�Come with me. Monsieur Blanc�s orders. I�m taking you away from the camp.� Jack took in his dishevelled appearance, the dark rings round his eyes, heavy from whiskey consumed the night before.
�Now Jack, now!� He said impatiently, pulling him by the shoulder and off the bed. Jack ducked out of his grasp. �Why, what�s happening?� He asked, backing away from Gustav, suddenly suspicious.
�Something�s going on. A disturbance in the camp.� Jack ran to the window. Outside the soldiers were moving, darting across the camp, dark figures at the edge of dawn. Checking equipment, shifting supplies across the courtyard.
�Most of them don�t normally get up before midday, so something must be up.� Gustav said, �and I am leaving now whether you are coming or not, it was not my idea to take you with us.� Jack frowned, something in the man�s bearing made him more believable, an urgency to his movements.
�Here, untie me.� Jack said, holding up his wrists. Gustav pulled a hunting knife from his belt and cut quickly through the cable. The boy with the gun shouted at him, Gustav knocked him smartly to one side, opened the door and ran out, shutting it quickly behind him. He ran down the stairs without checking to see if Jack was following, walked quickly past the white Delft tiles in the kitchen, and into the rear garden. A row of jeeps were parked under the trees close to the house. Two of them had machine guns mounted on the back, three didn�t. Gustav picked one that didn�t, the lighter it was the faster it would travel.
�So where did Monsieur Blanc go in the middle of the night?� Jack asked, climbing into the seat beside him.
Gustav ignored him, gunning the engine determinedly. He took his pistol out of its holster and placed it on his lap, switching off the safety. The engine revved, rattling noisily as he reversed quickly, spinning a circle so tight it almost tipped them onto the courtyard floor. Around them young soldiers scurried from tent to tent, pulling on their make-shift uniforms in the orange glow of the lamp lights, draping bandoliers over their shoulders. Gustav drove toward the gate. The two guards on either side walked to the centre and hefted the heavy gates upwards, opening it just wide enough to let the car out. They didn�t ask any questions. Clement had already told them to ensure they treated Monsieur Blanc and his associate with respect, he was, after all, the man who supplied most of their armoury.
Gustav grated through the gears as the car bounced over the track. He turned the car towards the jungle, away from the camp and the runway. Once they�d put some ground between them and the house, he switched the safety catch back on his gun, replacing it in his holster.
Jack looked behind him, darkness swallowing up the road as they moved forward, chasing them, devouring the meagre amount of light they cast.
�So where is Monsieur Blanc?� He asked again. He wanted to know why there�d been a change of plan but he didn�t want to distract Gustav from his driving. The track they were on demanded his full attention, the potholes and vines attempting to wrestle the wheel from his grasp. He shrugged his broad shoulders.
�You should know. Whatever you said to him yesterday must have scared him. And he�s not an easy man to scare. Told me he was going to wait till the others had drunk themselves into a stupor, then leave the camp quietly under cover of darkness. Take that girl with him,� he added, shaking his head. He had known Monsieur Blanc a long time, but his boss�s sudden turns of sentimentality were still beyond his comprehension.
�So where did he go? I thought a helicopter was taking you both out tonight.� Jack said, a puzzled look on his face. The lights from the jeep were dim, casting a stingy beam over the bumpy road ahead. Jagged shadows thrown across their path.
�So did I. But Monsieur Blanc is a man who acts on instinct. He told me to meet him along this road. Be prepared for a trek. Drive as far as we can then continue on foot. No more helicopter from the runway. Too dangerous. He should be near here, can�t have walked far.�
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Uko entered Clement�s room, hastily buttoning up his combat jacket. He spoke quickly, �I have ordered the soldiers to prepare themselves. What is the urgency, what is going on?� He squinted through the cast iron sheet of his hangover.
�Somebody is coming. Took out four of my boys on the way. No reason. Americans or British,� Clement replied. He looked at the briefcase in the corner of the room, his mind on the devices it contained.
�I have a feeling Monsieur Blanc has brought this on us.� He shook his head, �where is he? I want him brought to me.�
�Yes sir.� Uko saluted the General and ran down the corridor to Monsieur Blanc�s room. He opened the door without knocking. �The general wants you, get up, quickly.� No response from the sleeping form in the bed. He walked towards it, put his hand out to shake the body.
�Up, get up now,� the body fell forwards, two cushions plumped up under the sheets. Uko turned and ran.
�General, he is not here. The man has gone.� Clement banged his fist into the wall. He was used to be being the attacker, leading the offensive, now he had the distinct impression a game was afoot and no one had explained the rules.
�That white boy. The one they took the last device from. Tell me he is still sleeping in his room.� Uko ran down the corridor again, calling out. The boy who had been guarding wandered into his path.
�Where is he, where has he gone?� Uko shouted. The boy shrugged, fear in his eyes. He shook him violently by the shoulders and slammed him into the wall.
�Where has he gone?� He shouted.
�I don�t know. He left with the other man, the tall one who smelt of whiskey.� The boy�s eyes were confused, hurt. Clement had told him to ensure he treated Monsieur Blanc and his associate with respect.
�When did they go?� He asked, his thumbs digging sharply into the boy�s shoulders, making him wince.
�Just now sah, a few minutes ago.� Uko rushed down the stairs and out the front of the house. The soldiers at the gates had already closed them. The jeep had disappeared along the track. The heavy feet of the General thundered down the stairs behind him, the whole house shaking under his weight.
Clement breathed deeply, placed a heavy hand on Uko�s shoulder.
�Gone?� He asked. Uko nodded, his bald head gleaming with a fresh layer of sweat.
�Yes sir. Just now. Shall we send someone after them?� Clement clenched his fist into a ball and slapped it into his palm, pacing up and down the veranda. The old wooden floorboards creaked under his weight, furniture and windows rattling with each of his heavy steps.
�No. Waste of time. We have to prepare ourselves here. This is what we must do,� his mind sifting through the problem, five well-trained soldiers heading in their direction, possibly others, prepared to use lethal force. �For now we must carry on as normal. If these men are watching us I do not want them to think we are suspicious. There are only a few of them, their only advantage is surprise. Now we have taken that from them. Surprise will be on our side. Gather the captains together. We will hold a counsel of war.�
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�Charges set. On our way Ed, over.� Gavin McCallister spoke into his radio. The explosives were hidden along one side of the runway, smoke bombs and phosphorous, enough fireworks to make it look like World War III had begun in the eastern Congo. �Good work. We�re in the treetops. Lot of movement at the camp. Early risers. Unusual for this type of army,� Ed replied. He was watching the camp through night vision binoculars, surprised that the soldiers were up and about already, cleaning and preparing their weapons, checking their equipment.
�How long till you�� he stopped talking, his attention distracted by the two men who had appeared on the veranda. Impossible to see from this distance but he was certain one of them was Nbotou.
He signalled to the rest of his team, �who�s that, on the steps in front of the house?� He hissed. �Anyone have a positive ID?� They�d been shown pictures of the militia leader before they set off, but in the greenish glow of the night vision it was hard to be certain.
�Got to be the General,� Ian Cleaver replied. �I�d stake my rifle on it.� He was the best marksman on the team, his weapon already sighted on the imposing figure of Nbotou as he marched up and down the veranda. A clear night, no wind. Not more than 500 metres to the target.
�He�s in my sights Ed. Say the word and he�s a dead man.� Ed bit his lip, he would dearly love to give the order, drop the evil bastard right there on his own front porch. But he couldn�t, they�d need the back-up of Gavin�s team for the follow through. And Clement�s second-in-command might be an effective leader, might prevent them from taking control of the camp.
�Hold off Ian. We need to wait for Gavin�s team. Let�s watch a while, sight the mic and the thermal imaging cameras on them, see what they�re up to.� The General disappeared inside the house.
Gustav pulled over, stopping at the side of the track. They hadn�t been driving long, not more than twenty minutes. Ahead of them a torchlight flashed on and off. A thin pencil beam of light.
�That him?� Jack asked. Gustav nodded but didn�t reply. Went through his little routine with his pistol instead, turning off the safety, setting it on his lap. He let the jeep crawl slowly forwards.
�You know, it might be easier if you gave the gun to me. Let you focus on the driving.� Jack suggested. Gustav shook his head, �don�t worry, I can drive and shoot.� The dull beam from the headlights pulled Monsieur Blanc into their yellow pool. He was sweating, breathing heavily. His linen suit was soaked through and clinging to his skin. On his back was a large rucksack, and he had a gun slung over each shoulder. Jack was impressed he�d made it this far, didn�t realise the man was capable of walking without the support of a desert trolley.
�Gustav, mon dieu, thank God you are here. I was worried you might not get away.� The girl from the camp was beside him, ammunition draped over her shoulders. She appeared calm and composed, not a bead of sweat on her. The walk had evidently been less of an effort for her.
�Come along Florence. We�ll travel by car as far as we can. Till the road gets too rough.� He held out his hand to help the girl but she jumped past him, clambered in without taking it, then turned and offered him her hand with a shy smile. Monsieur Blanc wasn�t too proud to take it.
�Incredible. She can walk half the night, pull someone twice her size into the car and still she doesn�t break into a sweat,� he said, moping his brow with an already wet handkerchief and squeezing his bulk into the seat beside her.
�Get going Gustav, this area is not safe.� He hefted his rucksack off his back. �Once we leave Nbotou�s territory we�re in the north Kivu district. The militia there is every bit as cruel and ruthless,� he paused for a moment, looking for something in his pack, �but fortunately for us not quite as well organised.�
He handed Jack a gun. �I trust you know how to use it? If not just point and shoot but for goodness sake don�t hit any of us.� Jack turned the Beretta over in his hand. A long time since he�d held one, a sudden memory of a trip to the firing range with his father. Shortly after his mother left. Both of them unable to articulate their feelings, shooting the hearts out of paper targets at a distance of 50m.
�I know how to use it Monsieur Blanc, but why the change of plan? I thought a helicopter was picking you up from the runway this evening,� Jack said, leaning over his shoulder. The car caught a heavy bump in the road, he worried for a moment the axle had cracked, but somehow it kept going.
Monsieur Blanc raised an eyebrow, �I believed you, Jack, that is all. About the setup. Not when you first suggested it to me, no, then I thought you were just trying your luck. But once I cut the device out, saw it wasn�t attached to anything, that there was no reason for it to be inside you other than for effect. Then I had my doubts. And like you I am perfectly capable of recognising the sound of an RAF Hercules, even from a distance of several miles.� He wiped his forehead again. �A man can ignore his suspicions once, but only a fool would ignore them twice.� Rain had started to fall, heavy splashes that cooled the warm air.
�So you�ve sorted out a new pick-up?� Jack asked. Monsieur Blanc nodded.
�There is a clearing not far from here, 40 kilometres or so. We will drive and then hike. You are welcome to stay with us or make your own way out of the jungle, but I should warn you now there is no room for you in the helicopter.�
Jack nodded, he had suspected as much, he was just surprised Monsieur Blanc had sent Gustav to collect him at all.
�Why not just leave me at the camp?� He asked somewhat reluctantly, afraid Monsieur Blanc might now decide that was a much better idea than taking him with them. Monsieur Blanc frowned, and then smiled a smile that seemed almost embarrassed.
�You gave me information which I believe may have saved my life. So I must do my best to save yours. As far as I can. Otherwise,� he paused and laughed quietly laugh to himself. �You may think me superstitious, but in my experience the universe does not look kindly on that sort of unpaid debt.�
Not so much superstitious as positively certifiable, Jack thought. He turned and looked away, into the jungle, the dull light of dawn bringing the world around them slowly to life, the dark grey trees of the forest taking on more distinct forms. The jeep suddenly skidded across the mud track.
�If the rain keeps up we�ll be on foot, boss.� Gustav said, skilfully spinning the wheel so the car caught the skid, accelerating out of it. Water was splashing up on either side, the tyres working hard to keep a grip on the slippery surface.
�Slow down. We need to stay in the car as far as possible. Otherwise it will be a very long walk.� Monsieur Blanc replied.
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Nbotou sat at the head of the table, waiting impatiently for his captains to take their seats. They could see his anger, the coiled spring inside of him. Fit to burst.
�There is someone out there, heading this way. Might even already be here. From the report given to me it is most likely to be Special Forces. I do not know what they want, who they are after. I have my suspicions they are here because of a deal I did with that fat Chinaman.� He paused, breathing deeply, lighting a cigar. He found the rich smoke from the Monte Cristo helped focus his mind.
�But who can predict what the army of a so-called western democracy will do next.� He cleared his throat and spat on the floor. �Whatever the reason, I need not remind you how dangerous these soldiers can be. You are all aware of the tactics they employ, when they raided the Uganda Liberation Army�s camp last year to free those hostages, they used lethal force. So lethal they killed two of the hostages.� He shook his head, the men around the table chuckled, a useful release of tension. Clement drew heavily on the cigar, letting the smoke flow out of his broad nostrils.
�Their main weapon is surprise, the confusion they cause. That is what they need in order to overpower a superior army, like ours.� His men nodded their heads, murmuring their assent. �But we have taken that advantage from them, we have taken their most powerful weapon. This time the surprise will be for them.� A chorus of �yes sirs� echoed round the table.
Ed had the parabolic mic focused on the camp, but the rain was falling so heavily it was hard to pick anything up, just the background noise of drops hitting the broad leaves of the jungle trees. Finally he got it, centre of the main building, a strident voice, a language he couldn�t understand. He adjusted the amplifier, isolating and heightening the frequency. A sophisticated bit of kit. He signalled to their linguistics expert, carefully passing him the headphones. The officer leant forwards gingerly to take them. Although the treetop provided good cover it was difficult to manoeuvre. Each man was secured to the thick branches with climbing rope, but with the rain they were becoming treacherous. One slip and you might find yourself dangling like a hapless bungee jumper in front of the camp.
The linguistics expert, Oliver Denbigh, placed the headphones over his ears. A crackle of static as Ed repositioned the mic. The officer identified the language immediately, a Bantu dialect, similar in tone and inflection to Swahili. He couldn�t follow every word but he could get the gist.
�Soldiers killed last night, four of them�on guard�in position�ready ourselves,� fragments of what sounded like a speech. Although the precise meaning was beyond his grasp the significance of the words he had just said was clear. He turned to face Ed, the same thought occurring to them at that moment. They know we�re here, they�re onto us.
�Shit,� Ed said as he picked up his radio mic and called Gavin. �Where are you, over?� he asked.
�Two kilometres from you, according to the GPS.� Gavin replied.
�Look, you�re going to have to be careful. We think they might be expecting us. I need you get here as fast as you can.
�Fuck,� was all Gavin said in reply.
�We�re going to move in as soon as possible. While there�s still some cover from the darkness. Dawn will break in the next half hour, so it has to be now.�
�You�re going in without us?� Gav asked.
�No other option. I need you to set off the fireworks.�
�When?� Gav replied.
�Now,� Ed said tersely. He turned to his men. �In about 20 seconds there�s going to be a hell of a firework display over at the runway. We expect to see a significant number of soldiers heading out the camp to try and defend it. Once they�ve gone we�ll launch a rocket attack on the house,� a loud explosion to his left, the vibrations shaking the tree, interrupted him. �Denbigh, you stay here, get the thermal imaging camera on the house. You�re going to be our eyes and ears on this one. You�ll also be providing covering fire.� Another explosion, even louder, the sky lit up in flash of bright white light. For one moment all their faces visible, grimly determined, ready to do what was needed. Then darkness. �Check headsets.� The four of them checked the earpieces and mics were working.
�I want the camp in darkness, so make sure you get an RPG off at their generator,� Ed said as he leant backwards, letting the climbing rope take the weight. The forest shook with another explosion, almost sending him straight to the ground, face first. He held on, grinning at this team, �just my luck to break my bloody neck before the battle begins.�
The walls of the old Colonial mansion shook with the force of the first explosion. A shower of white dust from the cracks in the plasterwork. The men around the table were startled.
�The runway,� one of them shouted, �that came from the runway. We must defend it,� he rose quickly from his seat. The others stood up too, uncertain what to do, but convinced the situation required them to be decisive and courageous.
Nbotou heard the panic in the man�s voice, the last thing he wanted was for a half-scared captain to lead his soldiers into a firestorm.
�Wait, all of you. Nobody moves without my command.� He held up his hand for silence, listening to the explosions, trying to hear if there were aircraft overhead. Whatever was happening to the runway, it was too late to save it.
�Otope, lead your men down the track to the airfield, but after a kilometre turn back, send only two or three soldiers ahead to find out what is happening. Tell the rest of your men to encircle the camp. We will hold it from the inside, but I want you to keep watch from outside, see who enters. Do not join the fight until you receive my signal.� He grinned at Otope, �you will be our little secret. The surprise we unleash on our enemy.� He turned to the other soldiers.
�Each of you will secure a different section of the perimeter of the house.� Another explosion, much louder this time, the walls vibrating. Nbotou didn�t even blink. �I will remain at the centre with my personal body guard, close to the tunnel.� He clapped his hands together and smiled at his men, �long time since we have had ourselves a worthy adversary eh boys?� He slapped the two soldiers nearest to him heavily on the shoulders. �Let�s show these bastards how we fight in Africa.�
Nbotou gathered his personal guard around him and headed to the pantry, a small room, but well-protected. It had thick stone walls lined with lead. The latest in 19th century refrigeration technology. It was also the point from which he could make his escape. Under the floorboards was a tunnel that led out in to the jungle. Just over a mile long, it would take him away safely away from the camp if the fighting became too much. No way of following him either, if need be he could set off an explosion at the entrance that would collapse the first few metres of the tunnel.
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Florence shuddered as another explosion shook the jungle.
�A close call, eh Gustav?� Monsieur Blanc inquired. Gustav didn�t reply. Driving the jeep required his full attention, water streaming down the road, wheels spinning in the mud, sliding across the surface of the tack. He flinched with each explosion, but somehow managed to keep the car on the road. Jack didn�t think they�d be able to use the jeep for much longer. The rain was unrelenting, the grey dawn held at bay by the heavy clouds overhead.
The track turned a corner, up a shallow incline. Steep enough to set the rear wheels spinning, digging themselves into the mud.
�Slow down or we�ll end up stranded here.� Monsieur Blanc said irritably. Gustav ignored him, putting his foot on the gas, accelerating harder, sending out a spray of mud behind them. The wheels dug in deeper. Gustav turned off the ignition. The jeep slid back then settled. Jack jumped out, looked at the rear tyres, sunk almost to the axle in the dull brown mud. They weren�t going anywhere, not in this weather.
�We can either dig the car out and wait for the rains to stop or ditch it and head off on foot.� He said. Monsieur Blanc shifted his bulk out of the jeep and looked at the rear wheels.
�He�s right.� He reached in and grabbed his rucksack, hefting it onto his back, then took out a GPS. �We�re 15 kilometres from the landing sight. I suggest we walk it, we should be there by nightfall.�
Gustav didn�t look convinced. �We�re on the edge of Nbotou�s territory boss. From here on in it�s under the control of the Uganda Liberation Army.� He looked around him nervously. Monsieur Blanc shrugged, �then I suggest you check the rain hasn�t affected your gun.�
�How far to the border from here?� Jack asked.
�Which border? Rwanda and Uganda are both close, but I would recommend Burundi as your safest option. Quite a trek ahead of you.� He signalled to Gustav, �ensure the boy has a knife, give him that one of yours with the compass in the hilt. Tell me Jack, were you a Scout in your youth?� Jack shook his head.
�No.�
�Shame, the skills they teach would have come in very handy for the journey you are about to undertake. Here,� he reached in his pocket. Jack wondered what he was about to give him. A phone, a box of matches, something useful? No, a business card with a Paris address.
�The P.O. box number is how people get in contact with me. If you make it out alive do drop me a line. I could use somebody with your resilience,� Jack took the card, eyes wide. The man had some gall.
�Don�t look so disappointed, think of this as an adventure, a trial.� He turned to Gustav, still sulking because he�d been asked to hand over his knife.
�Time to move out,� he said, setting off up the path. �Due east for you Jack, due east. And thanks once again.� He called over his shoulder, one hand pointing in the direction of the jungle.
Jack watched them head off up the road. Monsieur Blanc, soaked to the skin in his linen suit, the young black girl he�d rescued skipping along beside him, the towering figure of Gustav behind them. They resembled a bizarre circus troop, fat clown, lithe young acrobat, and a grumpy bear glumly following orders, never quite understanding why his strength was subject to the whim of those weaker than himself.
A dull grey light was beginning to filter through the clouds, the rain-filled air around him starting to warm. They disappeared round a bend in the road, into the gloom, a background symphony of thudding explosions their exit music. Despite himself Jack laughed, the scene was comic, the relief he felt at finding himself alone, the immediate threat to his existence suddenly gone, dizzying, hysterical almost. He had never quite believed Monsieur Blanc would leave him unharmed, had always been ready in the back of his mind to take flight.
He turned towards the tree line, using the compass to head due east. Now it was just him and the jungle. A trek of God knew how many miles through dangerous territory. He didn�t feel fear at that though, he didn�t feel dread. Instead he found himself thinking of his father. Of the camping trips he had taken him on as a boy, in the French Alps, the New Forest. That was before he grew into a truculent and resentful teenager, more interested in girls and beer than spending a weekend with his father in a mosquito-filled forest. Out here, the line of trees at the edge of the jungle both forbidding and challenging, Jack suddenly felt closer to him, to the life he had lived, the solitude he had endured and the challenges he had faced, than he ever had at home. If he made it back, he resolved to call him more often, make time to listen to his crazy stories. If he made it back.
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Ed Garner sailed down the abseil rope and landed nimbly on the ground, the three other soldiers followed, crouching in the undergrowth. The front gates of the camp had opened and a stream of soldiers was pouring out. Some on foot and some in Jeeps, they ran quickly down the track in the direction of the runway.
Ed watched, trying to keep a rough check on the numbers. He spoke into his headpiece: �Gavin, soldiers are on their way. Close to 1000, some on foot, some in Jeeps, over.� No reply. �Gavin can you hear me? Over.� An ominous silence. Shit, Ed thought. �Gavin, troops coming your way. Do you copy? Over.� Nothing. Technical problems. Had to be. No chance someone as experienced as Gavin had wandered into an ambush, not while there was still cover of darkness.
�No response from Gavin?� It was Denbigh�s voice from up in the treetops, patched into the same frequency. �Not yet. Keep trying him. What are you seeing on the thermal imaging?� Denbigh checked the screen. Red groups glowed around the inside the wall that encircled the perimeter of the camp. Nothing inside the house. �Looks like they�re organised into four main groups in the courtyard. Covering the open ground. You�re going to need to get in there quickly if you want to use what�s left of the darkness.�
�What�s our best entrance point?�
�Rear wall and front left. Mid points.�
�We�ll take the left wall. Once we�re over let the RPGs fly. We�ll add our grenades to the mix. Just make sure you don�t hit us.�
Ed ran forwards, quickly over the open ground, ducking behind a stack of oil drums near the entrance to the camp. The three other soldiers followed. He made a quick check no one was about to emerge and a sprint to the left wall, looking for the best place to clamber over. Plenty of jungle vines on the crumbling surface, so it was easy to get a grip. He reached up, pulled himself onto the top of the wall and lay flat, head sideways. Checked the ground below. Ammo crates and a tarpaulin. Perfect. He slid over the wall and took up position behind the tarpaulin. His team followed. Movements swift, well practised and precise.
�We�re in, Denbigh.� He said quietly into his mouthpiece.
�RPGs firing to right-hand sector.� He replied. A rushing sound, then the roar of an explosion. Ferocious yellow flames leapt upwards from a corner of the courtyard. Two more rockets in quick succession. Blue flames from a fuel tank. Bodies screaming, figures on fire, human torches running around the courtyard, flinging themselves on the ground. Ed and his men threw volley after volley of grenades into the groups of soldiers, machine gun fire in response, directionless, intermittent, panicked.
�Give me some intel on their position, Denbigh.� Ed said into his mic, ducking back behind the tarpaulin. Denbigh checked his screen, the fire blazing a bright white light, red figures running away from it.
�Two units have dispersed, inside the house mostly. Others are holding steady. One in front of the main building, one by the gate.� Ed signalled to his team.
�Two of you start picking off the group nearest the house. I�m going to sprint between the two units, draw fire, then duck into the fountain. With any luck they�ll start shooting each other in the confusion. Stay in position till I give the signal.�
He sprinted forwards over the flag-stoned courtyard, dancing flames casting a flickering light over the scene, jagged shadows that wouldn�t stay still. He turned to the group of soldiers by the gate, sprayed several rounds of bullets at them, then turned to the house, another burst of fire. Figures fell, collapsing to the ground. A chorus of high-pitched cries. Children screaming with pain. Not something Ed had been prepared for. Men didn�t make the same noise when they were hit. It curdled his blood, made him pause. A fraction of a second delay before he dived into the fountain. The bullet caught him on the left shoulder. Spun him as he fell. No pain, just heat. The adrenalin anaesthetising the wound. He clenched and unclenched his left hand. Still movement. Nothing more than a surface wound.
Gunfire rattled over his head, the two units letting off round after round, returning fire with a vengeance. Ear-splitting confusion, bullets thudding into the house, into the walls that surrounded the camp, ricocheting indiscriminately, tearing through the skin and bones of the soldiers. The captains who commanded each group realised what was happening, tried desperately to make them stop, shouting as loud as they could, but their voices were drowned under waves of machine gun fire.
�More grenades, team. Into the two units,� Ed said into the mic, hardly daring to raise his head above the stone wall of the fountain. It was too much for the ill-trained and ill-equipped soldiers, they ran for the gates, trampling over one another in their effort to get out of the camp, like rats streaming out of a sewer. Denbigh was merciless, firing rocket after rocket from his position in the treetop. A sudden circle of bare earth cleared by each explosion, bodies flung outwards, then the force of the numbers crushing the soldiers back together again, enclosing the space. Fluid and unstoppable, a deathly river.
From his position in the treetops, Denbigh noticed two figures who stood apart from the crowd, bigger than the other soldiers, attempting to catch them by the scruff of the neck. Instil some order in their ragged troops. Senior officers, or whatever the equivalent was in this army. He switched weapons, picked up his rifle. Sent a bullet into each of them. Head shots. They fell to the ground. The last remaining troops sprinted into the jungle.
Ed raised his head above the fountain wall. The encroaching daylight only added to the horror of the scene that greeted him. The courtyard was littered with bodies, some intact, some shredded limb from limb. The flagstones and dirt were stained a red-brown. And all the while the constant background noise of groans and cries from the wounded soldiers.
�Ready to take the house, over.� He said into his mouthpiece. His team sprinted towards the mansion, up the steps to the veranda, taking position either side of the door. Ed jumped over the fountain wall and joined them.
�What have you got Denbigh, where are they?� Denbigh checked the screen.
�Even spread. All rooms occupied. Going to be a hell of firefight. Maybe wait for McCallister, over?�
�No time.� Ed replied. They had to do this before the sun was up. Otherwise they might as well run now. He turned to his team.
�Face masks on. We�re going chemical. Only way to clear a building this size. Move in pairs, one providing covering fire, the other releasing the nerve gas. We have 12 canisters. More than enough. We�ll ID the boss from the pile of bodies.�



57

�They have taken the courtyard, General. The soldiers panicked and fled. They do not know how to fight like this. Not when they cannot see their enemy.� The General listened to his second in command, anger welling up inside him.
�They will attempt to take the house next. How many men did you bring inside?� he asked.
�Two divisions sir. Maybe 200 soldiers.� Clement shook his head and bit his lip.
�Two hundred? Are you crazy? A couple of mortars and some grenades and half the force will be wiped out. Listen,� he placed a finger over his lips. Outside an ominous silence.
�The shelling of the runway has stopped. They are getting ready to attack.� Nbotou reached under the table and hefted open the trap door. Before he climbed down he turned and placed a hand on his comrade�s shoulder.
�You must stay here, defend the camp. I will leave with my personal guard, meet up with Otope in the jungle. Hold them off for as long as you can. We will encircle the camp and take them from the outside.� He saluted his comrade before disappearing through the trap door, the ten highly experienced soldiers that made up his personal guard following close behind.
He knew it would only be a matter of seconds before the soldiers entered the house, and he knew there would be little point waiting for them to come to him. There was only one way to defeat a guerrilla attack and that was by stealth. The foundations of the house were mined with explosive. Once he was a suitable distance away he would set the detonators. A shame to demolish the old pile, it had stood him well, and he had a grudging respect for the place. But the men attacking him were not regular soldiers. They were not the sort of army that lined up in neat rows and fired well-disciplined bullets at you. They were the sort who hid in the treetops for days on end, crept into your room at night to slit your throat, so quiet even your body guard wouldn�t turn round. No, the way to deal with men like that was not to stand and fight, it was to trick them into entering the house, let them think they had won, then once their guard had dropped bring the building down on top of them. A shame it would cost the lives of his own men too, but that was a price he was willing to pay. A soldier was soon replaced in the eastern Congo.
Gavin McCallister knew it was over the minute he rounded the bend in the track. An entire division of soldiers running towards them. His fault for suggesting they follow the track instead of making their way through the jungle. Speed over caution, the need to join the rest of the company as soon as possible. A calculated risk that hadn�t paid off.
Nbotou�s soldiers paused for a split second, then let rip a hail of bullets, and two of Gavin�s men dropped instantaneously. No point in attempting to return fire, too many of them. He dived into the undergrowth, feeling the burning sting of bullet through flesh as he did so, hot and cold at the same time. Twenty metres between him and the advancing soldiers, they closed down the gap in a matter of seconds. Footsteps charged past the area where he�d been standing. He pulled himself deeper into the jungle, through the thick vegetation, glanced over his shoulder. He could still see the road, could see the bullets fired into the backs of his prostrate colleagues. Two soldiers unsheathing their machetes, cutting into the bodies, disembowelling them, mutilating them. They wiped the fresh blood on their faces, their movements mechanical, ritualised. One of them pointed at the road, the marks that led into the undergrowth, the red-brown trail Gavin had left in his wake.
He heard a rustling as they approached, gun in one hand, machete in the other. Gavin had always hated knifes. He knew they would take their time, cut him before they killed him, show him the contents of his own body. He pulled a grenade from his belt, felt its reassuring weight in his hand, strangely comforting. He�d always hated knives but he�d always loved explosions. Might as well go out with a fucking big bang, he thought, releasing the pin.
Nbotou hurried down the tunnel, showers of earth falling down the back of his neck with the explosions above him. The tunnel was narrow, but well-built. Put together by the miners he had digging out the coltan ore. Over a mile in length, it led to a clearing that held four large containers. The sort used on cargo ships. He�d had them flown in from Kinshasa and dropped in place by helicopter. They stored his coltan reserves. Each one was covered with camouflage netting and the jungle had grown up quickly around them, hiding them from the satellites that orbited high overhead.
The detonators were placed at the end of the tunnel. Clement was running now, keen to get to them as quickly as possible, release the charges, bring the house in on itself and whoever was left inside.
Ed coughed, steaming up the side of his facemask. No way he could take it off yet. Two canisters of nerve gas per room and the machine guns to cut down anyone trying to leave. The air in the house was still thick with the poison, a pale green mist that hung over the bodies. They lay by windows, by doors. Wherever they had fallen. The nerve agent took seconds to work, inducing paralysis in the respiratory system, a piano falling on your chest, lungs crushed and useless.
�Hell of a lot of people to go through to ID the General.� One of Ed�s men said, rolling a body over with his boot. �And an awful lot of mess to clear up.�
�We don�t have to worry about that. Once we find the body I�ll radio it in and we�re moving out. Our job�s done.� Ed replied. Another voice in his ear, Denbigh up in the tree.
�Ed, there�s movement out here, something�s happening.� Ed ran to a window. Not possible to see over the wall that surrounded the camp. He ran upstairs, three steps at a time.
�What is it? What can you see?� He asked, stepping over bodies, squinting through the shutters in Nbotou�s room.
�Something in the jungle.� Denbigh replied. �Movements. I think they�re moving into position. The soldiers who deserted. Somebody is organising them.
�Fuck.� Ed replied. Eyes fixed on the tree line. �Fuck fuck fuck. Two options, we can either fight it out here or we can split. Take our chances in the jungle. Ammo�s limited so the jungle gets my vote.�
�What about Nbotou, we don�t know if we�ve got him yet.� One of the men replied.
�Fuck �im. He�s either dead or he fled. Nothing more we can do. What�s the situation outside Denbigh?�
�Troops in position around the perimeter. I can give you a heads up on where they are but it�s almost light now. They�ll see you going over the wall and they�ll see you coming out the gate. If you can hold out till nightfall maybe you should. Over.�
Ed shook his head, �Not possible, we�re all fired out. Now or never.� Denbigh checked the thermal imaging camera.
�Go for the rear wall then. Lowest concentration of hostiles there. I�ll create a diversion at the front, send a couple of grenades�� He didn�t finish his sentence. An almighty boom and the walls of the house exploded outwards, clouds of smoke and debris catapulted high into the air, ripping through the trees in the courtyard. A timber-splitting screech as the roof collapsed in on itself, colonial grandeur to rubble in a matter of seconds.
�Can you hear me? Team one, anybody. Does anybody copy?� Denbigh asked. No answer. �Team one, do you copy?� He tried Gavin�s team. �Team two?� Nothing.
The clouds of dust were just beginning to settle when something whistled past him, a stone. Then another. He looked below. Four boy soldiers at the bottom of the tree, grinning at him like they were trying to dislodge a cat clinging to a branch. They�d put down their weapons to throw the stones. Now they picked them up again.
�Shit.� Denbigh said, as bullets splintered the bark around him. He ducked round the other side of the tree trunk and spoke quickly into his GPS. Officer Denbigh, LMS, the code Special Forces used when a mission had gone tits up, Last Man Standing. Target�s death unverified. Repeat, target�s death unverified.
Nbotou listened to the explosion, he allowed himself a brief, satisfied smile as he pulled himself up the ladder and out of the trap door.
�Otope, do you copy? What can you see?� He asked into his walkie-talkie.
�House has fallen, enemy soldiers were inside. I will send men. See what we can uncover from the rubble.�
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Archie pushed his hand firmly against the helicopter window, anything to steady him as it bucked and rolled in the stormy air. The pilot had demanded double the fee for flying in these conditions and still looked disappointed when Archie agreed.
The weather was interfering with the tracking device too, the screen disrupted by static. But they were heading in the right direction. In the distance, what sounded like thunder was really echoing loud explosions over the treetops. Archie knew better, but he didn�t tell the pilot. One hour�s flying through the heavy rain and the dull yellow blip was flashing close to the centre of the screen. He didn�t get his hopes up. If Jack was even wearing the watch he might still be several miles from where the tracking device said he was.
�What�s that?� He asked, tugging at the pilot�s sleeve, pointing below him. It looked like a section of jungle had been cleared by an explosion, a small army of ant-sized people crawling all over it. The pilot shrugged, too busy keeping the helicopter horizontal to get a proper look.
�A lot of trouble down there, in this region. Warlords, a lot of fighting. For diamonds, coltan. Whatever they can get their hands on. Crazy people,� he said, as if that explained everything.
Archie peered through the rain-spattered window. The explosion had happened recently. The dust and debris still scattered over the surrounding area. He did a double take, certain he had seen half a grand piano wedged in a tree.
�Lower, take us lower.� He said. The pilot bit his lip and circled the camp. �Not a good idea to stick around for long here.� He said quickly.
Archie took it all in, a tiled roof collapsed to ground level, a courtyard that looked like an army camp, and children firing guns into the air. He checked the tracking device. The yellow dot almost at the centre of the screen. What the hell was this world they had dragged Jack into?
�North east pilot. First available clearing you set me down. If there isn�t one I�ll use a rope and swing out.�
�Up to you man, it�s your funeral.� the pilot said with a shake of his head, he�d already been paid, made no difference to him if his passenger wanted to go walk about in a war zone.
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Sir Clive had returned to his London office, promising to keep the ever-demanding Harvey up to date on the progress of the Special Forces team. He�d told him repeatedly the time scale for the mission was two days, and there would be no radio contact until the outcome was assured.
�Two days?! What the fuck am I supposed to do here for two days?� Harvey had replied. Sir Clive had shrugged, waved vaguely at the stag heads mounted on the wall and suggested he try a little hunting.
�Failing that, I believe there are some sites of historical significance nearby, the village church has a very rare stained-glass window. Might be worth a visit.�
The man had boundless energy matched by unlimited impatience. Possibly the reason he was so successful in business. Certainly the reason he so irritated those around him. Sir Clive had left for London soon after. His mind already sifting through the countless other tasks he knew would be piled up in his in-tray. He�d been working through the briefing papers, downing his third espresso of the day when the LMS message buzzed onto his phone.
Target�s death unverified.
Shit. He watched to see if any further information came through. It didn�t. He picked up his phone and called Dr. Calder. It was a break with protocol but it had to be done. On a mission labelled �dark,� no contact was allowed with the operational officers, but judging by the message he�d just received the mission was all but over.
�James, I need you to patch me through on a secure line to this number.� He read out the digits displayed on his phone. �Use a three point triangulation and route it through another department. I don�t want a record of the call.� He heard James�s fingers tapping away. He didn�t question the order, just got on with the task. One of the reasons Sir Clive had kept him close as he was promoted through the Service.
�Done.� James replied. �You�ll hear a series of pips as the connections are made. Then you�re on. Longer you talk the easier it�ll be to work out who made the call.� The line went dead. Nothing but static, then something that sounded like an old modem buzzing away.
A split second later he was there. The unmistakable rattle of machine gun fire, tinny in the earpiece, the heavy breaths of the officer, the rustle and scrape of material against the mic.
�This is your commanding officer. LMS received. Status report please.�
�Officer Denbigh. Team one down. Possibly team two. Unclear whether objective reached.� He struggled to make himself heard over the gunfire. �Camp destroyed. Secondary troops deployed by target. Under fire.�
Sir Clive thought quickly, if the troops were still in position it had to mean Nbotou had some degree of control. Likely he was still alive. Close enough to be in range of the camp.
�What�s your position, can you get to cover?� He asked.
�Unlikely. In the treetops. Under fire from four hostiles below.� Sir Clive mulled it over.
�What kind of tree is it?� He asked. There was a brief pause, the officer confused by the randomness of the question.
�Don�t know. A big fucking tree. That�s all.�
�You fastened to it?�
�Of course, strapped to the trunk.� More bullets zinging past, splintering wood.
�Ok, listen carefully. You�re going to drop two grenades to the ground. Same side. Take out the hostiles. The force of the explosion will send the tree in the opposite direction, into the jungle. Hold tight then climb to another tree. I�ll call again in ten and give you new instructions. Over.� Sir Clive put the phone down without waiting for an answer. He�d find out soon enough if his suggestion saved the man�s life.
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Jack looked for animal tracks, a path cleared through the undergrowth, anything to make his journey through the forest faster. There was nothing. Should he take Monsieur Blanc�s advice and head east or should he follow the track further up the hill? He decided to climb to the treetops and get a bird�s eye view. It would use his energy reserves but from there he should be able to identify the best route through the uncompromising jungle.
He strained his neck upwards, selected a tree and tested his weight against the jungle vines that dangled from it. They held. He pulled himself towards the canopy, vine twisted between his legs, feet gripping as his arms reached over each other. An arduous task that sapped his upper body strength, each stretch pulling at the wound in his side. He hoped Monsieur Blanc�s stitches would hold.
Once he reached a branch big enough to take his weight he swung onto it, shaking down his limbs, getting the blood flowing into his cramping muscles. It was an easier climb from this point, lots of branches, he wouldn�t have to rely so much on upper body strength. He pulled himself upwards. Hands rubbed raw, he was heaving, standing, stretching. The leaves thinned out towards the top of the tree. He paused, breathless, arms gripped around the tree trunk. Landscape revealing itself through the patchwork of leaves.
The sight took away what little breath he had left. Steam rising from the thick foliage, the dawn sun parting the heavy curtain of grey rain cloud. Sky filled with a strange and wonderful luminosity. Birds close to the treetops, sailing past him, calling out. It was another world. Perfectly balanced. Independent of man. To see it was to feel both empowered and insignificant at the same time.
Jack breathed deeply, taking in lungfuls of the morning air. He wondered idly if this was the type of thing the posh kids at Cambridge saw on their gap years. Somehow he doubted it. The thought of his student life brought Amanda to the front of his mind. A deep longing inside of him. An intensity of feeling that took him by surprise. The thought he wouldn�t see her again, wouldn�t be able to hold her, was more terrifying than anything the jungle could throw at him.
In the distance a thin plume of smoke rose from the trees, the tell-tale sign of an encampment, of human life. Early morning fires to get breakfast underway, try and dry out after the night�s rainfall. No way of knowing if it belonged to Congolese villagers or a military encampment. How many miles to get there? Wherever the hell �there� was. Looked like there might be a path towards it, the jungle less dense in certain areas, a faint break in the relentless green of the canopy. He decided that would be his best bet.
A day�s walk at the most. That�s if the ground was reasonably easy to negotiate. If it was a village he�d get some food and a guide, someone who could lead him out the jungle to safety. He would promise them payment. If it was a military camp he�d see what he could steal, guns, food, anything.
Jack straddled the branch, gripping tightly with his legs, took off his shirt and carefully ripped two strips from it. His hands had been rubbed raw by the climb up the vine, tiny spikes embedded in them. He sucked at them with his teeth. The humidity and heat of the jungle offered the perfect environment for infections to flourish, had to get them out. He wrapped the cloth around them. Better than nothing, and began his descent.
Nbotou�s guard cleared a path through the jungle. Machetes hacking away at the vegetation. The track they followed was reasonably well-used. Supplies of coltan, both mined and stolen were carried up it twice a month by his troops, but it only took a couple of days before the jungle began to reclaim it.
He could hear the chants long before he arrived back at the camp. The chorus of voices rang out through the treetops, a victory cry, the general�s name chanted over and over. He walked slowly down the road towards them, basking in their adulation, acknowledging their praise, the guns held aloft.
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Denbigh watched the mock victory parade. His commanding officer�s instructions had proved remarkably effective. The two grenades he�d dropped had shredded the people below, split the base of the tree trunk and sent it sailing with an ear-splitting screech into the trees behind. Denbigh had held tight as it lurched backwards, a sinking ship crashing through the vines and branches of the jungle. It settled against the broad trunk of blue gum tree, an angle of 70 degrees from the ground. Denbigh had scrambled up into its branches, taking what little kit he could carry and attempting to find cover that gave him a view of the camp. He heard a voice in his headphones.
�You made it then?� Sir Clive�s tone was matter of fact, as if he hadn�t expected any other outcome.
�Correct.� Denbigh said tersely, somewhat out of breath.
�And you�re out of sight? Got a good spot from which to keep an eye on the camp?� Denbigh wiped the sweat from his forehead before replying. As commanding officers go this one had pretty high expectations. �In my sights now sir,� he replied, detaching the scope from his rifle and using it to watch the camp.
�What can you see?� Denbigh surveyed the scene. An ugly sight. The house flattened, the ground around it stained a rich red brown, as if the building, collapsed in on itself, had bled itself dry into the earth around it.
Two of his teammates had been pulled from the rubble, their bodies crushed. Soldiers danced around them, beating out rhythms on empty oil drums, passing plastic jerry cans of jungle brew to one another. The panic and fear they�d felt during the battle transformed into a wild euphoria.
�Some kind of victory celebration,� was all he reported back to Sir Clive. Didn�t have the will or the words to describe the scene he was witnessing in detail. �And they�re shouting something, unclear what it is. Sounds like Nbotou�s name. They�re chanting. More of them have joined in.�
Two boys ran into the camp from the road, they were laughing and pointing excitedly, calling out to their friends. Behind them, spiked on a length of bamboo, was the head of one of Denbigh�s teammates, still in its black Kevlar helmet, tendons trailing from the base of the neck. They�d attached his jacket with a cross piece, a morbid scarecrow. He couldn�t see who it was. The boy carrying it looked proud, held it high for his friends to see his handiwork. Carnival time. They cheered when they saw him, some of them firing at it.
�Denbigh. Are you there? Denbigh? Stay with me. What�s happening?� Denbigh wasn�t sure how long Sir Clive had been talking, his voice insignificant against the clamouring, wretched detail that assaulted his eyes.
�Yes. Here Sir. All present and correct.� He looked closely at the expression that clung to the face on the pole, the mouth twisted in a contortion of pain that death could not remove. Was it Adam? Mike? Gavin McCallister? The urge to open fire, to disrupt their celebrations and fling himself at the soldiers, swoop down from the treetops in a frenzy of revenge was almost irresistible.
�Denbigh I need you with me. Do you hear? I need. You. With. Me.� Sir Clive spoke slowly and clearly. He had seen this happen before. Even the best men were not immune to shock, to the trauma of witnessing death all around them. Had to be a hell of a sight for an experienced SAS officer to be slipping away from him, from reality into the comforting cocoon that shock wove around the brain. If he couldn�t snap the man out of it he would just have to work with it. Try and keep him safe and operational in spite of himself.
�What else, what else can you see?� he asked. Denbigh�s gaze drifted along the track. A group of ten men marching, well-ordered, disciplined. Nbotou in the middle, hands held high, acknowledging the adulation he received.
�The General. The General approaches.� Sir Clive sat up sharply, gripping the receiver. A second chance to get a shot at the man. He had to keep Denbigh focused.
�Ok Denbigh. It�s time, time for you to make all of this better. To stop everything you can see going on before you. Do you understand?� His tone was reassuring, as if he was addressing a confused child. The officer nodded but didn�t reply. For some reason it made perfect sense to hear someone else�s voice inside his head.
�Attach the scope to the rifle. Point it at the man in the centre of the group.� Denbigh screwed the attachment into place, looked through it, the General�s head appeared in the cross hairs, a broad grin stapled to his face, arms held high above his head, punching the air.
�Soon as you get a clear shot, press the trigger, take him out and all of it will disappear. All will be better.� He was almost whispering into the receiver, cajoling.
The dull thud of a silenced rifle. Twice more. Sir Clive tensed.
�What is it Denbigh, did you get him?� Denbigh watched as the scene below him, the jubilation, the drunkenness, the rhythms beaten out on the oil drums, fell slowly to pieces. Beats tripping over themselves, winding down to a gradual stop. Nbotou lay on the ground. Head split, lifeless. Only his left hand still moved, a twitching memory within the muscles.
�Dead. General�s dead.� Denbigh replied. His voice sounding as if it belonged to someone else.
�Excellent. Excellent work. Stay in position till nightfall then proceed to pick-up point.� Sir Clive put down the phone. Up to the soldier to pull himself together now. You could only hold a man�s hand so long. He dialled Harvey�s number.
�Harve,� he said amiably, as he knew the man liked to be addressed. �Good news. You can begin phase two. Nbotou�s been taken out, his camp destroyed, half his army deserted or dead. You can send in your friendly Ugandan warlord to take over the camp and start shipping out your precious coltan.�
Denbigh looked at the people below him, their arms outstretched, pointing in his direction. Guns aimed. He could hear the rattle of bullets but it didn�t matter, he was invincible. The bullets would bounce off. The ghastly grinning head in the Kevlar helmet had told him so. He stood up on the branch, leant forward. Pulled his knife from its sheath and clasped it between his teeth. Dive amongst them and cut them to pieces. The voice inside his head still speaking, echoing Sir Clive�s imperious tones, giving him clear instructions. He let himself go, wind rushing past his ears, didn�t feel the bullets, didn�t feel any pain as they tore through his airborne body.
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The path Jack followed was well-used. Made him fear whom he might bump into as he pressed his way through the jungle. The wound in his side itched and was beginning to ooze a dull yellow puss. Bad news. His body felt hot too, even taking into account the temperature of the air around him. There were vicious spiked plants that veered dangerously close, venomous snakes rustling through the undergrowth. Jack was beginning to wonder if he should have taken his chances on the main road.
He stopped to tap a bamboo stem. The sound hollow but muted. A sign there was water within. He dug the knife into the stem, breaking through the course fibres. Water flowed out, last night�s rainfall. He moved his face close to it and drank deeply, let it run over his head. Better. The water, though warm, had a cooling effect on his skin. He grabbed a cricket from a nearby branch, bit into it. The taste was bitter and unpleasant but he needed whatever protein he could get his hands on. A column of army ants made their way up tree trunk, each one almost an inch in length. He picked them one at a time off the bark, biting into them, crunching and swallowing through gritted teeth. One advantage to having a father in the SAS, he had been raised on survival stories.
The jungle grew heavier around him, foliage thick overhead, enveloping him in a perpetual twilight. He had done his best to calculate the distance to the camp, breaking it down into lengths of twenty trees. Knew it would be hard to keep track of time once he was enveloped in the semi-darkness of the forest.
Keep moving, keep hydrated. He trudged onwards, eating what little protein he could find, caterpillars, any number of small bugs. He stopped. Something lay across the path ahead, something covered in matted black hair, lying at an awkward angle, no longer fitting its skin. He placed a hand over his nose as he stepped over it, the rancid flesh alive with squirming yellow larvae.
Could he eat them? They�d be a good source of energy, but he�d have to boil them before they�d be safe, too many bacteria in the rotting flesh they were feasting on. No time. Not in this heat, not with the burning sensation he already felt coursing through his blood. The feverish temperature on his brow.
The wound in his side needed cleaning, the infection needed sterilising. That much he knew. He turned towards the half-chewed carcass of the monkey. If he could get a few maggots, place them on the wound, they�d eat away the dead flesh. That was the theory anyway, he�d heard his father describe the technique in one of his more gruesome anecdotes. Theory was one thing, putting it into practice another. He put a hand to his forehead, waves of dizziness contorting the world around him. Get a grip Jack, he told himself, reaching towards the carcass. The smell tugged at his stomach, the intestines of the animal had split and an angry swell of flies arose as he tried to grab a handful of maggots. They wriggled in his palm. It was all he could do not to hurl them into the jungle.
He stood up quickly, stumbling from the sight, gag reflex choking his throat. His hand alive with squirming larvae. He shoved them into his shirt pocket and kept moving. Got to keep going for as long as possible, keep moving. He�d rest only when his body could go on no more. Find a tree with a wide branch he could climb, get himself off the ground and give the maggots time to eat away at any dead flesh on the wound.
The day ground on. Regular stops to rehydrate didn�t cool his body, didn�t assuage the thirst that burnt the back of his throat. The shapes in the forest became more familiar now, the trees and their branches taking on other forms, forms from the outside world. A tall thin tree with branches reaching out in spindly arms was his Tutor at Cambridge. You must work harder Jack, you must reach your full potential, don�t throw this chance away, it preached at him sanctimoniously. He ducked low as another branch threw a punch in his direction, the opponent he�d knocked out in the Varsity boxing match, leering at him aggressively. Come on Jack, you didn�t think I�d stay down for the full ten did you? Other voices joined in the forest�s clamour. Tree trunks slipping into human form, stepping towards him. Ex-girlfriends asking why he hadn�t returned their calls, teachers from school telling him he�d never make it, never amount to anything. And then his brother, Paul.
Paul didn�t say anything, didn�t move. Just stood stock still a short distance in front of him. The clamour of voices faded away, the other figures disappeared. Jack stopped. Him and Paul alone amidst the tall trees. He could feel his heart pounding in his chest. The face that stared back had the sickly sheen of a waxwork, the eyes expressionless, two black holes beneath the hood of his Parker. Water dripping from the tips of his fingers. Jack walked slowly towards him, wanting to get closer. Wanting to see. He held out his hand. Paul�s mouth moved but no sound came out. He coughed, his breath cold on Jack�s cheek. He turned instinctively to find his father, his eight year old self returned to haunt him.
�Dad, dad, it�s Paul, I�ve found him, he�s right here, he�s okay, he�s just been hiding.� He shouted at the trees. �Paul�s here, he�s right here.� He could run home and get help, it wasn�t far, straight to the hospital this time. They could fix him.
�Dad! Dad!� he yelled into the jungle, �Paul�s here. We can fix him. He�ll get better.�
Archie stood in front of him, hands on hips.
�This way, we need to go back, we need to go back this way. Get Paul.� He said, dragging at his father�s hand. Archie shook his head.
�Leave it son.�
Jack felt himself hoisted upwards, a fireman�s lift over his father�s shoulder. And then more quietly, it wasn�t your fault. The last words he heard before he drifted into unconsciousness.
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Batley Hall, Hertfordshire
Harvey grinned across the broad dining table at Bob.
�That was Sir Clive. Confirmed Nbotou�s dead. Large chunk of his army out the way too.� It was all he could do not to shout I told you so at his colleague. Bob was always the pessimist, always questioning his decisions. Hadn�t believed Sir Clive would be capable of deposing the General. It gave Harvey a profound sense of satisfaction to know that on this occasion his judgment had proved correct.
Bob pursed his lips. �You given the signal to the Ugandan Liberation Army yet? Told them they can move in?�
�Already done old chap,� Harvey said, in his best imitation of the butler. �They�re marching across the border. And I have two of our Chinooks ready to fly in and lift out the coltan reserves. As we agreed, they get the territory and we get a steady supply of the metal.� Bob nodded. �Good. Then maybe we can pack up here and get home. We need it shipped to our contractors as soon as possible. The Whitehouse deadline is at the end of the month and they�ll be asking for money off if we don�t meet it. Besides,� he threw a quick, dismissive glance at the room around him, �this house smells of moths and cabbage. Gives me the creeps.�
Jack felt the cold cloth on his forehead, the hazy form checking the drip that fed into his arm. Voices somewhere above him.
�I don�t like this. What the hell was he doing, a white man wandering round the jungle in a business suit yelling his head off?� The accent was indistinct, sounded mid-European. Swiss maybe. Authoritative, an impatient arrogance to it. Another voice, a Spanish male, his tone more relaxed, responded.
�Who knows? What did the nurse say?� Jack could make out a blurred badge on the man�s arm. Red cross at the centre.
�Nothing, just that he was lying outside the emergency tent, in pretty bad shape, semi-conscious.�
�Maybe an eco-tourist who got lost? Plane crash survivor? Journalist wanting to get some footage of the refugee camps?� The Spanish man asked, his voice, although serious, sounded youthful. The Swiss man shrugged.
�With no papers or passport? No camera? No my friend, this is something else. A kidnapping maybe.� He scratched at the stubble on his chin. �Any of the embassies register activity in the area?� The Spanish man shook his head.
�No, but you know what they�re like. Not going to tell us anything unless it�s already caught the attention of the world�s press. And even then they keep pretty tight-lipped.� The Swiss doctor grunted in agreement, cleaning and sterilising the wound in Jack�s side. �I�ll stitch this up again then we�ll leave him be.� He leant close to the cut, an odd wound. �Surgical, not the result of trauma.� He shrugged, he had a million things to be getting on with. A day spent attending to the landmine victims, attempting to combat the ever-present threat of a cholera outbreak. �Where�d you put his gun?�
�Locked in the storeroom.� The Swiss man nodded, neatly suturing the wound. �I�ll contact the embassies. Ask them if them if any junior members of staff have wandered off into the jungle.�
Jack opened his eyes further. The antibiotics they�d pumped into him were bringing his temperature down. Clearing his fever, the hallucinations. The Swiss man vanished through a gap in the tarpaulin, the man who spoke with a Spanish accent was attending to someone else, another patient lying glassy-eyed on a nearby camp bed.
�Where am I?� Jack asked, looking around him. The Spanish doctor jumped, turned quickly and walked towards him.
�Camp 17 of the International Red Cross. Border of Uganda and the Democratic Republic of Congo.� He paused, taking in Jack�s frown. �A refugee camp. My name is Doctor Jose-Maria Murcia. You were in quite a state when you arrived yesterday evening.� Jack nodded, shook his head, the memories of the last few hours confused. He wasn�t even sure how he�d got there.
�Didn�t embarrass myself did I?� he asked. The doctor shook his head.
�No, but you were hallucinating. Because of the fever, the infection. Seemed convinced your father was here. Kept asking if we could see him.� He paused. �And then you started to sing. Quite loudly as a matter of fact.�
Jack almost smiled. The Doctor�s face was world-weary but kind. Heavy-lidded brown eyes that gazed appraisingly out over square-framed glasses. A neatly trimmed black beard that added a few years. Jack put him in his early thirties.
�Jack Hartman, pleased to meet you,� he said lifting his hand. The doctor took it and shook it gently.
�I don�t suppose you�d like to tell us what you were doing in the jungle?� He asked. Jack remained silent. He liked the first suggestion he had overheard the most, an eco-tourist that had got lost.
�An adventure holiday gone wrong,� he replied ruefully. �Do you have a phone, there are a few people that might be worried about me? I should call home.� The doctor shook his head.
�They were stolen last week,� he sighed, �crime in a refugee camp is unfortunately just as common as it is elsewhere. There are a couple of laptops though, you can send e-mails. They�ll be bringing in a new batch of phones when the aid trucks arrive on Thursday.� Jack nodded.
�What day is it today?� he asked. The doctor raised his eyebrows. �Tuesday,� he replied.
�Right you are,� Jack said as he heaved himself up, shifting his weight to the edge of the bed.
�Hold on, where do you think you�re going?� The doctor asked.
�To use one of your laptops, where are they?� He asked, unhooking the drip from its stand and carrying the fluid-filled plastic pack with him.
�Other side of the camp, but I don�t think you should be up and about yet. You need to give the antibiotics a couple of days to clear the infection out of your system.� Jack brushed him aside
�What I need right now is for you to show me how I can get a message home.� The doctor raised a weary eyebrow and shrugged.
�Very well, this way please,� he held open the flap of tarpaulin that covered the entrance to the tent. Jack stepped out, blinking into the daylight.
He was not prepared for the scene that greeted him. When the doctor said refugee camp he imagined a few neat rows of tents, orderly queues to trestle tables dispensing cupfuls of grain. Instead he saw hundreds of untidy bundles of matted straw hunkered low to the ground, like yaks sunk to the knees in the black mud. Some had blue plastic sheeting over the top, the faded logo of the UN just visible, like a promise almost forgotten. Packaging from the food aid parachuted in. Nothing went to waste here. These were their shelters, their makeshift homes. Meagre fires in front of them, people crouched around, dressed in the tattered remnants of western brands.
A miserable scene populated by unhappy people. Jack didn�t feel pity, he felt anger. Anger at men like Nbotou, Sir Clive, Monsieur Blanc. Someone was to blame for all of this, someone had to be held to account. He turned to Dr. Murcia.
�Where are the troops? Pretty volatile region, shouldn�t there be some UN Peace Keepers around?�
�They left late last week. Rumours of further instability in the region. Some of the Congolese also panicked and fled.�
�But you�re still here?� Jack asked. Dr. Murcia nodded.
�Possibly against our better judgement, Dr. Valentine and I both stayed on.� He cast a quick glance around the camp. �Don�t misunderstand me, neither of us is a saint. Dr.Valentine has a very profitable private practice in Basel and I work as a plastic surgeon in Barcelona. We are here for a month only. More out of guilt than good intentions.� Jack watched him closely, decided he didn�t quite believe the man, but let it go.
�Here,� Dr. Murcia said, gesturing to another tent and heading inside. �The administrative centre. This is where we try and keep a record of the numbers in the camp. Get an idea of the scale of the problem facing the region. Marie will set you up on the computer.� A harassed-looking woman in her early forties stood up to greet him. She looked like she had more important things to do than speak to Jack, but she still smiled as she quickly shook his hand.
�The singer from last night? Quite a voice on you, I�ll set you up with my password. Should be enough of a signal for you to send an e-mail.�
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Amanda hung up her coat in the hallway. The night shift over, she trudged up to her room, ready to flake out on the bed. Her housemate�s boyfriend passed her on the stairs, off for a morning jog.
�Morning Mands,� he mumbled, pulling his hood over his head, �cold out?�
Amanda frowned. She hadn�t noticed. �Don�t know. Maybe.� She opened the door to her bedroom, slowly, cautiously. A wariness to her movements ever since the events of the last week. No police had come to investigate the fracas on the doorstep, the bloodstain now all but washed away, nor had they asked questions about a stolen British Gas van. Even the local press had given up reporting on the fire at Marcon Pharmaceuticals, happy to accept the investigators� conclusion that it was caused by leaking chemicals and an electrical fault.
Was this really how these things happened? Their significance brushed to one side? Washed away? She feared for Jack, the resolute determination he had shown in agreeing to go along with whatever it was Sir Clive suggested. She hadn�t bothered to try to convince him not to do it, or even asked him to explain what exactly he would be doing. His mind was set.
She reached up and closed the curtains, the weak February sun held at bay. Should be able to snatch a few hours kip from the semi-darkness, she thought, booting up the laptop. Her daily ritual, checking the messages morning and evening. Convincing herself there wouldn�t be any news from Jack. Still hoping there might be. She entered her password, waited for the inbox to appear on the screen.
The usual spam, investment opportunities in Nigeria, lottery wins, miracle diet plans. Some info from the lacrosse team. She clicked on the junk mail folder half-heartedly, about to click delete all.
Mands!
So much to tell so little time. Crazy stories for the grandkids. Am alive (just), no thanks to Sir C. Absolute fucking fiasco. Writing from refugee camp on border of Uganda and Congo (don�t ask), miserable shit hole. No idea how I got here but should be back home in a week. Maybe two. Tricky without any papers. But miss you. Seriously. Must be due some more of your medicine;)
Big love
J.
He hadn�t bothered to delete the auto-signature at the bottom. The sign-off was from somebody called Marie Hoogstraff, Aid Co-ordinator, Red Cross, DRC, Africa. He must have used her e-mail account. Amanda sat down on the bed, got up, re-read the message, sat down again. DRC, Democratic Republic of Congo. No idea whether she should reply to it or not, how long he would even be there. Angry, relieved, elated, all at the same time. What was that about grandkids? She smiled to herself, printing off the message. There, she had it in writing. Something to make him think twice before he next decided to charge headlong into someone else�s war.
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Camp 17, DRC
Jack attempted to tackle the boy with the ball but he was too quick, darted round him, the other children laughing as he sprinted toward the goal and scored. He raised his hands above his head, clapping the goal. He wasn�t really in any condition to be running around chasing a football, but he was off the drip and had time to kill. A whole day before the arrival of the food trucks he could catch a lift with. And besides, they were nice kids. Despite what they might have seen, what they might have been through, they were still able to laugh, especially at the gangling blond-haired giant they ran rings around.
�You look like you�re enjoying yourself.� Dr. Murcia called out from the sidelines. Jack trotted over, a sheepish grin on his face.
�Good to see them making the best of a bad situation,� he said, pointing at the kids. Dr.Murcia nodded, �how�s the infection, clearing up ok? You know if I thought it would make any difference whatsoever I�d tell you to take it easy. Get some rest.� Jack wasn�t listening, his eyes back on the game, �go on! Square it, SQUARE IT!� he shouted at his teammates.
�Sorry doctor, you were saying?� Dr.Murcia shrugged his shoulders in a peculiarly Spanish way.
�No matter. Tomorrow the trucks come. We have arranged for you to be transported back to Kampala with them. And we�ve e-mailed the British High Commission. Told them to expect you.�
�Good, good.� Jack said, eyes on the match, �go on! Foul. FOUL!�
�They might require a bit more information from you than we do, Jack. Especially if you are carrying that Berretta of yours,� he said carefully. Jack�s mind went blank. The gun. The gun Monsieur Blanc had given him. He�d forgotten all about it, stuffed it in his belt. Hadn�t thought to look for it when he woke up. �Keep it,� he said, �not even mine, found it in the jungle.� The doctor nodded and didn�t ask further questions. He would have preferred it if Jack could be honest with him, if only to give him a clearer picture of events that had taken place in the region during the previous twenty-four hours.
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British High Commission, Uganda
Patrick Little, desk officer at the British High Commission in Kampala, paid scant attention to the e-mail messages that came in that morning. He was too busy trying to get the air conditioning working. It always packed up at this time of year, too much humidity. The local engineers sent to fix it were worse than useless, didn�t know one end of a spanner from the other. He�d sent them away before they damaged it irreparably.
When he finally got round to checking messages later that afternoon, he only had time to cast a cursory glance over them. One from Refugee Camp 17. His eyes scanned it briefly, thoughts already turned to the chilled gin and tonic waiting for him in the bar at the Emin Pasha hotel, the preferred hang out for the city�s diplomats. A medical officer letting him know a UK citizen who�d visited the Camp would call in at the Commission tomorrow.
Fine, he thought, about to fire off his reply. Another do-gooder that wanted to spend their summer holidays helping a charity. As long as he stood a round at the bar and didn�t give him an earful about the awful conditions in the camps, the government�s lack of intervention, all the usual holier-than-thou stuff and nonsense. He read on, �No papers. Lost tourist.�
Now that was odd. Patrick Little ran a small chubby hand through the thinning grey hair that clung valiantly to the top of his head. There were no companies offering tours in the countryside around Camp 17. A few eco-tours to see the gorillas further south but nothing that far north. The area was too volatile. He picked up his phone and dialled Nick Clarke, Operations and Strategy manager, the not-so-secret MI6 officer attached to the embassy.
�Nick. Hello, it�s Patrick.�
�Patrick, what are you doing still at the office? You�re normally in the bar by half four.� He said jovially.
�Fixing the aircon. Don�t worry, I�ll claim overtime. Listen, I�ve had a message through from Camp 17. Sounds like they�ve picked up a UK national wandering about in the jungle. Lost his papers so they�re sending him our way. Is he one of your lot? Any ops I should know about?�
�Nothing I�m aware of.� Nick replied smoothly. �I�ll make a few calls, let you know. When�s he getting here?�
�Tomorrow morning. Travelling with the aid trucks.� Nick chewed a pen, thinking that over. �Do me a favour will you, don�t let him leave without telling me. I�d like to have a chat.�
�Will do.� Patrick replaced the receiver. He didn�t expect an honest answer from the old spook but he had to do his duty, had to report anything out of the ordinary. What Nick did with that information was nothing to do with him, as the Commissioner reminded him on numerous occasions.
Nick got up from his desk, lighting a cigarette as he did so, ignoring the reminders taped to the walls that this was now a �no-smoking building�. As if the building itself would smoke. The pedant in him wanted cross the word �building� out. Nick Clarke was a member of the old guard, public school then Sandhurst before drifting into the Foreign Office. Bad enough they tried to stop you smoking, worse still their bossiness was grammatically incorrect.
A map on the far wall had the locations of the refugee camps, pin pricks in the surface. Thin pencil lines around them sketched out the last known movements of the militias. He took a heavy drag on his cigarette. Camp 17 was between General Nbotou and the Ugandan Liberation Army. Not a place for a holiday.
He wondered if this had anything to do with the message he had received from London a few days earlier. Nothing significant, merely an indication there would be upcoming military manoeuvres in the area, training exercises. Which generally meant some sort of covert op. He poured himself a large whiskey from the cabinet by the window, dropped two cubes of ice into it, then checked through his saved messages.
Notice of manoeuvres, north eastern DRC/Ugandan border, 2�3 days. From Feb 19. It was from Charlotte Kavanagh. PA to Sir Clive Mortimer. Odd that Cyber Crimes were up to something in the region. Still, best to call it in. Let him know the High Commission was expecting someone. Most likely a soldier who�d parachuted into the wrong place. He picked up the phone, dialled London.
�Good afternoon, Charlotte speaking,� the words were said quickly, as if Charlotte had more important things to be getting on with than speaking to whomever was on the phone.
�Charlotte, hello. Nick Clarke calling from the Commission in Kampala. Wondered if I could have a word with Sir Clive?� His voice was gravelly, his tone full of the easy-going authority they bred into you at Harrow.
�He�s in meetings all afternoon. External. Can I take a message?� Charlotte replied, her voice studiously indifferent.
�Tell him it looks like one of the boys parachuted over DRC didn�t complete the�� he paused, stubbing the cigarette out in the tacky shell ashtray on his desk, �didn�t complete the manoeuvres,� he gave the word due emphasis. �Looks like he�s heading to the High Commission. Will be here tomorrow am.� He put the phone down without giving any more information. Something told him Sir Clive would be on the line pretty quickly.
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The journey in the aid trucks was cramped and uncomfortable, but it was the beginning of his journey home, back to Cambridge, back to Amanda. Jack wouldn�t have cared if it had been on a wooden cart over a cattle grid, as long as it got him back.
One hundred and fifty miles, they had told him. And the going should be pretty good once they got out of the jungle. He�d be there early the next morning.
�The British High Commission is expecting you,� Dr. Murcia had said as he bade him farewell. �May I suggest you think up a plausible story as to why you happen to be wandering round the jungle, that�s if you want them to send you home.� Jack had smiled as he shook his hand, thanked him for his help.
�It�ll be fine.� He said, outwardly confident, inwardly wondering how the hell he was going to explain this to the staff at the Commission.
They hadn�t been travelling long before the truck slowed, a shadowy figure in the road ahead waving his arm for them to stop. Jack sensed the driver tense, his knuckles gripping the wheel tightly.
�What is it?� Jack asked. The driver shrugged, the man by the road was holding something white above his head, looked like a tee shirt on a stick.
�Could be a hitch-hiker, could be someone about to highjack us,� he said. Jack wasn�t sure if the driver was joking. He stared at the figure, there was something familiar about the way he held himself, shoulders back, neck slightly stooped. The driver braked suddenly as the man ran into the middle of the road.
�What the?!� He exclaimed. The hitchhiker sprinted to the side of truck, yanked open the door, shoved in his rucksack and climbed aboard.
�Evening lad. They managed to fix you up alright then?�
�Dad?� Jack was stunned. �This better not be another bloody hallucination.�
Sir Clive was sitting stony faced in a meeting with external IT contractors when the call came. Charlotte relaying the message from the Ugandan High Commission. He excused himself and stepped away from the table, pressing the call back function.
�Charlotte, put me through to the Commission in Kampala will you?� His said, his usual gruffness slightly mollified by the speed with which she had passed on the message. He heard the sound of fingertips pressing buttons.
�Done,� she said. A ringing, long intermittent tones.
�High Commission Kampala, Clarke speaking,�
�Nick Clarke?� Sir Clive asked, not bothering to introduce himself.
�Indeed.�
�Excellent. Message came through you might have one of our boys turning up. Got a name and description?�
�Not yet. Can�t get through to the camp and there�s no means of contacting him. Be here early tomorrow though.�
�Good, good. Call me as soon as you�ve spoken to him,� Sir Clive said. Officer Denbigh. Had to be. Sounded like he�d managed to make it out after all. Should be able to get a full debriefing from the man.
The idea that Jack Hartman, untrained and untested, might have stumbled through the waking nightmare Sir Clive and Centurion had unleashed on the Congo didn�t even occur to him.
The empty aid trucks trundled through the night, making good progress on the deserted highway that connected the capital to the north west of Uganda. As they bumped over the potholes Jack told his father what he had learnt from Monsieur Blanc about Centurion, their need for coltan, and Sir Clive�s elaborate hoax to allow him to take out Clement Nbotou and secure the mines.
His father had shaken his head. �Lions led by donkeys. What a waste of men.� His father said, then became silent, partly out of respect, and partly out of shock that a high-ranking member of the Security Services could display such wanton disregard for the lives of soldiers. And all for personal gain.
�We need to decide what to do. We�re not going to the High Commission. They�ll have a tame spook there pretending to be a desk officer. A hotline to MI6, to Sir Clive.� He ran a hand through his mop of greying hair. �This is big, Jack. He�s a powerful man with a lot to lose.�
They entered the city as dawn was breaking, the other two trucks peeling off the main road to head for the airport.
�Change of plan driver,� his father said. �We aren�t going to the Commission just yet, I think it would be best if we freshen up first. Can you drop us in the centre of town, wherever the hotels are?�



68

Patrick Little checked the clock on the wall. Still no sign of the new arrival. He wasn�t overly concerned. There could be any number of setbacks on African roads, and the later the man arrived the better, as far as his hangover was concerned. He rubbed his eyes and dropped a couple of aspirin into a glass. It felt worse than usual, must have been something in the water the barman mixed with his whiskey.
The phone on his desk sounded its loud and unpleasant tone. He jumped, spilling the fizzing liquid onto his laptop. He would really have to work out how to turn the damn thing down one of these days.
�Patrick, it�s Nick Clarke here, how are you feeling this morning?�
�Fine,� Patrick replied through gritted teeth.
�Glad to hear it, hope the Foreign Office budget hasn�t had to be cut by too much on account of your bar bill.� Patrick ignored him and downed his drink. Sarcastic bastard. He had been there too, at least as far as he could remember.
�Is this just a social call or did you have something you�d like to discuss?� He replied irritably.
�I�ve had London on the line, senior officer at MI6. Twice already. Wants us to let him know the moment this chap arrives so he can debrief via videoconference. Might be worth putting a call in to the Refugee camp. Check they left on time. Check they�re on their way.�
�Fine.� Patrick replied, putting down the phone. Not exactly a big ask. He fired up his laptop and sent off a quick e-mail.
The reply came back almost straight away.
Convoy left yesterday evening. Jack Hartman aboard. Arrival in Kampala confirmed this morning.
He picked up the phone and dialled Nick.
�Aid trucks are already in town old chap, but our friend Jack hasn�t checked in.�
�Jack?� Nick repeated, quick as a flash. �That�s his name? You didn�t tell me he had a name.� That�s because I didn�t bloody know his name. Patrick thought to himself. Nick had an irritating habit of implying you�d deliberately withheld information, that he�d caught you out in some carefully planned deception. He checked the e-mail again.
�It�s Hartman, Jack Hartman.�
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Jack watched his father as he carefully took apart two automatic pistols, checked the action, wiped them down, then re-assembled them and dropped them onto the brightly-coloured bed spread. They�d found a mid-range hotel near the food market. Good crowd cover if they needed to make a run for it during the day and no need to hand over ID or a credit card when you checked in.
�Not the most reliable of things, automatics, need a lot of looking after, especially in this type of environment.�
�Right,� Jack said. His father was transformed, a million miles from the dressing gown � wearing half-drunk shadow of a man he had been only days earlier. There was a purpose to his movements, an efficiency. He passed one of the guns to Jack. �You remember how to fire it?�
�Of course.� Jack replied, feeling the weight of it, the cold metal in his hands.
Archie had explained about the tracker in the watch, how he�d followed him to the airport in Cambridge, flown to Burundi, hired a helicopter, picked up his trail through the jungle. Jack was impressed, he knew he shouldn�t have been, his father had spent years doing exactly that sort of thing, it was what he had trained for. He just never thought he would be explaining to him how he did it. Neither of them mentioned the hallucinations, the vision of Paul. Didn�t need to. It was understood.
Jack walked over to the sink in the corner of the room, looked at his face in the mirror before splashing himself with lukewarm water. The beard was getting seriously out of hand.
�So what now? I have no passport and they�ll be some kind of alert out for you, won�t there?�
Archie thought back to the three spooks he�d dispatched, their bodies left uncovered in the warehouse. There most certainly would.
�Burundi. We�re going to Burundi,� his father replied, punching numbers into a sat phone. �I have a contact there, man called Spike Van de Weye. He can sort out passports, papers, anything we need.� He flicked a business card at Jack, listening to the dial tone.
�That�s his address. The bar he works at. Memorise it then flush it down the bog. Just in case.�
�In case what?� Jack asked, but his father turned away, didn�t answer.
�Spike you old bastard, it�s Archie.� Jack looked briefly at the card then shredded it. He listened as his father rattled off instructions to whoever �Spike� was, then lay down on the bed, stretching his limbs. One of the springs in the soggy mattress gave way. Sleep. He could sleep for days, even in this dive of a hotel. His father�s presence was reassuring in a way it had never been while he was growing up.
�Did you e-mail or call anyone from the camp?� Archie asked, interrupting the dozy thoughts that were beginning to fog his brain.
�Just Mands, my girlfriend.� He was about to tell his dad how great she was when he caught his father�s tense expression.
�Call her. Now. Check she�s ok.�
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Sir Clive sat up quickly. It was still dark outside. His office smelt stale and musty. Or maybe it was just him. Six-thirty am shone in lurid electric green letters on his desk-top clock. Dozing on the sofa was never a good idea. Left him extremely irritable and unrested. It took a few moments for the ringing sound to filter through his brain. He grabbed the receiver.
�Yes?� He said impatiently.
�Nick Clarke at the Ugandan Commission here.� At last, Sir Clive thought. About bloody time Denbigh sorted himself out and got in touch with HQ.
�I�m afraid it looks like a no-show from the mysterious visitor. I do have a name for you though.� Sir Clive was distracted, getting up off the sofa, rubbing his forehead, trying to wake up his sleep-starved brain.
�Well spit it out man.�
�It�s Jack, Jack Hartman.�
He breathed in sharply, his chest suddenly constricting. It was the closest Sir Clive had come to a panic attack. Alive. Jack Hartman had made it out alive. Shit. Fuck. How much did he know? He breathed deeply, one hand balling into a fist and thumping his chest, attempted to clear his throat several times.
�Sir Clive, are you ok? Sounds like there might be some interference on the line.� Nick�s voice a distant echo in his ear.
�Good, ok. I�m fine yes.� His father. Had to be with his father�s help. He�d heard nothing from the three spooks. Too much on his plate to put an alert out when they didn�t check in. The Grim bloody Reaper. He should have known.
Sir Clive�s breath came heavy down the line. Everything he had sought to hide, everything he�d worked to build now threatened to come crashing down about his ears because that man, that boy, had managed to weasel his way out of a situation that by all rights should have resulted in a lingering and painful death. Him and his bloody father.
�Sir Clive?� Nick said hesitantly.
�This is bad, Nick. This is very bad.� He said, his mind running over the options, thinking quickly. The rules of the game were changing, and he needed to stay on top.
�Did the refugee camp confirm he left with the aid trucks?�
�They did.�
�So it�s likely he�s in Kampala, or somewhere near?�
�Possibly.� Nick replied cautiously. It was equally likely he�d jumped off the bus half way to the city and was trekking through the bush.
�Good. I�m going to e-mail his picture, and that of an associate he�s likely to be travelling with,� Sir Clive added, his figures tapping away on his laptop, attaching photos of Jack and his father, waiting for a secure connection, then sending them through.
�I need you to check hotels, ask around, find out where they�re staying. Do not approach them. These people are dangerous. I can�t go into details but they need to be stopped. Call me when you find them.� He was about to replace the receiver when another thought occurred to him.
�The Refugee camp, I assume they have e-mail there don�t they?�
�Sure. As long as the satellites are overhead.�
Sir Clive rubbed his chin. Jack�s girlfriend, Amanda Marshall. The one he�d picked up from the hospital. If Jack only sent one e-mail it would have been to her, he was certain of it. What did she know? What had he told her? He said goodbye to Nick Clarke and punched in Harvey Newman�s number.
�Harvey. Sir Clive here. We might have ourselves a problem.�
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Amanda Marshall had come close to losing her temper with almost all of the ragtag collection of patients that walked into A&E that night. From the ditzy parents who�d allowed their toddler to get a penny stuck up his nose, to the drunken student who�d ridden his bicycle into the river Cam and was now sitting in a pool of stagnant water. An uncomprehending expression on his face as he surveyed his crooked foot.
Her shift was almost over. It wasn�t her fault she was impatient to get away. Jack�s e-mail had left her in a constant state of anxiety. So much he hadn�t said. If that was to avoid worrying her it hadn�t worked. Two days since then and she hadn�t heard anything further. She headed to the staff changing room to wash up, change out of her scrubs. She worked the soap into a ferocious lather, rinsed her hands and forearms quickly, then changed into jeans and a thick fleece. Hair fixed in place, she headed outside, wrapping a scarf round her neck and pulling a beanie down over her ears. The wind that whipped off the fens was bitter at this time of year. She zipped up her anorak. The effect was bulky, hardly flattering but at 7 in the morning she wasn�t particularly concerned about her appearance.
The roads were quiet as she cycled back to Jesus Lane. The tiredness she usually felt was held at bay by the desire to check her e-mails, see if Jack had managed to send her another message. Hope for the best expect the worst, her mother had always said. She�d never understood what that meant. Amanda always expected the worst, too much experience with hospitals to dare to hope for the best.
Field Officer Michaels selected a skeleton key from the set in his pocket. Should open a standard Yale lock, as long as there wasn�t a Chub bolted across. The latch sprang back, he eased open the door, glancing quickly behind him to see if anyone was watching. Nobody about, Jesus Lane was deserted, just a traffic cone shoved on top of a phone booth and a couple of half-eaten kebabs strewn across the pavement.
He stepped into the hallway. Carpet underfoot. That was good. Keep it silent. Sir Clive had advised caution. If anyone caught sight of him he should run. Make it look like an interrupted burglary. He�d been told the target didn�t usually get home till half seven so he had twenty minutes. Just watch out for the flatmate.
Michaels crept up the stairs, wincing as one of them creaked under foot. Past the pile of books on the middle step, past the mountain bike on the landing. No noise in the house, nobody stirred. First floor, room facing the street. Fire up the laptop and copy the hard drive then get out. Leave no trace. He eased open the door. Curtains were open, bed unmade. Nobody had slept there that night. He strode over to the laptop and inserted a USB stick, checking his watch. It was going to be tight, but at least he had a view of the street from the window, and there was no other way of approaching the house.
Sir Clive was also watching the clock. Following his conversation with Nick Clarke he had wasted no time in contacting the field agent. He was what was known as a specialist. Not a nice man. The sort you used when you wanted results and weren�t too concerned about the consequences. The Officer had driven hell for leather from London to Cambridge. Got there in just over half an hour. God alone knew how many speed cameras he had set off along the way. One of the admin team would be kept busy for a week with the paper work. Sir Clive checked his watch one more time. Drummed his fingers on the table. Was he being too lenient, checking her computer before deciding what action to take? Going soft in his old age? Should he simply have told the field officer to make her disappear? His head told him that was the right thing to do, but his heart had hesitated. He had to have some proof, not simply a hunch. He had a daughter of a similar age, a student at Durham. Maybe that was clouding his judgement.
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Amanda veered down the alley from King Street to Jesus Lane, feeling her mobile buzz insistently in her jean pocket. She dug her hand in, trying to wrench it out, caught under material tight on her thigh. Probably just the hospital calling her back to work, asking if she could manage another shift, but she had a duty to respond.
�Hello, Dr. Marshall speaking.�
�Amanda?� Jack�s voice thin, scratchy through the interference, but it was still Jack�s voice. She nearly fell off her bicycle.
�Jack! God it�s good to hear you. Where are you?� She pulled up, clambered off the bike, phone pressed between ear and shoulder.
�Kampala, Uganda, look I can�t talk for long. Flying back soon. A least I hope to.� �Fantastic. You can tell me all about your adventures when you get back.� An ominous silence. Amanda smart enough to understand those adventures might not be over.
�Listen, I need you to stay near other people, at least till I get back. Don�t go wandering off on your own. You get the slightest hint you�re being followed head to a public place with as many friends as you can gather together, ok?�
�Of course,� Amanda couldn�t help but glance speculatively behind her. The sudden sensation someone might be watching. No one there. Just a fox tugging at a rubbish bag.
�Look, I better go. I have to sort a few things here. Organise papers and tickets, that sort of thing.�
Amanda struggled to reply. She was choked. Tired from her shift, filled with conflicting emotions, relief, fear, worry someone might be watching her. The irrational and the rational bumping up against each other in her worn-out brain.
�Of course, I,� she hesitated, the tumble of emotions about to make her declare her feelings, say something she might regret. The cool-headed doctor asserted herself, took control of her tongue, �I really miss you Jack.� She said. Jack caught the hesitation, understood its meaning, the word miss bearing a heavy burden.
�I miss you too Mands,� he replied simply. Investing the word with the same meaning he had heard in her voice. �Really have to go now. But you�ll be ok, we�ll be ok, yeah? I�ll take you away when I get back. Somewhere nice. Somewhere we can relax,� he said.
�Ok.� Amanda replied simply.
There was a banging at the door of the hotel room, Archie appeared and slung a bag of shopping down on the bed.
�She ok?� He asked quickly.
�Think so. For now.�
�Good. Bloody hot out there.� He said, wiping his brow. �And not much choice of food in the market.� He pulled a couple of mangos out of the bag, sliced them quickly with his hunting knife and passed one to Jack.
�I�ve arranged for a Cessna to fly us to Burundi. Couple of hours in the air. There�s an airstrip outside of town. We�ll get a taxi there in an hour.�
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Nick Clarke nodded at the doorman as he made his way out of the Sheraton hotel, dabbed his brow with a linen handkerchief. No luck so far. He�d tried all the upmarket places, they were grouped together round Nakasero Hill. Safety in numbers he supposed. Have to try the dives next, he thought grimly. Head to the market district. Time for an ice cold beer first? He glanced at his watch. Probably not. You could guarantee Sir Clive would phone him the minute he entered a bar.
He signalled a taxi, climbed in and wound down the window. Couldn�t even use the Commission�s official car and chauffeur. Too conspicuous. He�d just have to sweat it out like a plebe in a cab that smelt of tobacco and body odour. Hadn�t done this type of gumshoe intelligence work for years and frankly he felt it a little beneath him. Besides, what did Sir expect him to do if he found them? They need to stopped, he�d said. Sounded ominous.
The cab pulled up outside a cheap, but clean looking place on Gaba road. Two bedraggled palm trees had been planted optimistically either side of the entrance. He told the driver to wait, pushed his way through the people gathered round the market stalls outside and headed into the hotel. A large lady smiled at him from behind a small desk, a ledger open in front of her. No one else around. Nick Clarke did his best to smile back.
�Good morning, I�m looking for a couple of guests of the Commission. I think they might have booked into the wrong hotel.� He passed over the photos of Jack and his father. The woman looked carefully at the photos, then back at Mr. Clarke, took in his harassed features, his crumpled suit.
�They checked in this morning. Would you like to leave a message?� Nick Clarke�s heart leapt. Bingo.
�Actually I�d rather pass it on in person, if that�s ok. What room are they in?� He said with a self-conscious little bow. He had no intention of going into their room, he just didn�t want the receptionist telling Jack and Archie someone from the Commission had been looking for them. The receptionist looked him up and down, he looked sweaty and stressed with the slightly stooped posture that comes from sitting at a desk all day. She decided he probably was from the Commission.
�First floor, Room 3. On your left.�
�Thank you,� Nick replied, heading up the concrete staircase. There was a toilet at the end of the corridor. He walked swiftly towards it, ducked inside, pulled out his phone and called Sir Clive.
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Field Officer Michaels peered out the window. An unnatural shadow cast at the end of the street. Something that hadn�t been there a moment ago. Inky black lines were creeping across the pavement, a half-finished spider�s web cast by the spokes of a bicycle wheel. Come on, he muttered to himself, the last of the files from the hard drive transferring to the USB stick. He needed to get away, plug the stick into his laptop and check through the data. Another glance out the window. Someone locking a bike to the railings, a tall slender figure. Stepping towards the house, key in lock. Shit. He said, come on, come on.
He pulled out the USB stick and shoved it into his pocket. Shut down the laptop. The sound of someone moving about downstairs. The rattle of keys dropped on a shelf. Lights clicking on and off. He stepped quickly out of the room and into the hallway. The figure heading up the stairs, floorboards creaking. Another door to his left. He opened it, quick as a flash, entered silently. Held his breath. The room was dark, sleeping figures on a bed in the corner of the room. They didn�t stir.
The footsteps passed by, a creak of hinges. He could hear movement in the bedroom where he had been standing moments before. He opened the door and stepped into the corridor, not wasting a second, quick feet padding down the stairs. Three quick strides and he was out in the street, sprinting to his car.
Amanda took her phone out of her pocket and placed it on the desk next to her laptop, saved the number Jack had called her on to speed dial. The blue LED on the front of the computer was flashing. Strange. She was certain she had shut it down before she left to go to the hospital. She opened it up, the screen flickered to life, sunset over a Bali beach the backdrop, snapped during the summer holidays. Are you sure you want to shut down? There are files still open in another application. The gently patronising tone of Windows�s operating system. Maybe she hadn�t closed it down properly. She was about to select �no� when a pop-up appeared at the bottom of the screen. Temporary storage device ejected.
Amanda felt a cold shiver run down her spine. She got up and turned off the light, then headed to the window. No one outside. Something at the far end of the street. A fleeting shadow, so quick she wasn�t sure what she had seen. Was her imagination playing tricks on her? She drew the curtains and turned on the lights. Desk lamp, bedside lamp. Inspected the room carefully. If someone had been there surely she would be able to tell? She was about to knock on her housemate�s door but something distracted her. A tapping sound, cold air from downstairs.
She peered over the banister. The front door, not closed properly, banging against the wooden frame. She ran downstairs and closed it, then back to her bedroom as quick as she could, door locked behind her, on the phone to Jack.
Field Officer Michaels was scanning through the data downloaded from Amanda�s computer. A key word search on the name Jack Hartman had brought up about 100 e-mails. Some between Jack and Amanda, others between her and her friends where he was mentioned by name. He filtered them by date, still nothing from the last few days. Then suddenly there it was. The message signed off from Uganda. Casual, almost off-hand in its affectionate tone. It was all he needed, thank goodness the girl hadn�t deleted it.
�Sir Clive, hi, Officer Michaels here.� He said into his Bluetooth headpiece.
�Michaels. What have you got?� Sir Clive asked. He sensed he was going to have to make a difficult decision.
�She�s in the know. He e-mailed her two days ago.� Michaels replied. No response from Sir Clive. Just a sigh.
�Very well. You know what you have to do.� Sir Clive said reluctantly. The fallout from the op was worse than he had thought, but there was no point tying himself in knots about it. Regret was something he intended to save for his retirement, along with a nice little nest egg to salve his conscience.
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Jack and his father were getting ready to leave when the call came through.
�For you,� Archie said, passing the phone to Jack. Amanda�s voice in his ear, she spoke quickly, short of breath, panicked.
�Jack, I don�t know if I�m imagining things or what, but just now the front door wasn�t closed properly and my laptop, I was sure I shut it down, but the light on the front was flashing,� she paused. �Now I�m saying it out loud it sounds ridiculous, doesn�t it?�
After what he had been through in the previous few days nothing sounded ridiculous to Jack. His father looked at him sharply. �What�s up?� He asked.
�Sounds like someone has been through Amanda�s stuff,� Jack said, hand over the mouthpiece.
�Tell her to grab her passport, throw some things in a bag and get as far away from there as she can.�
�Who�s with you Jack? I can hear someone in the background.� Amanda said.
�My dad. Long story. I�ll explain later. Grab your passport and throw some clothes in a bag. Let your housemate know you need to borrow her car. I want you to drive as fast as you can in whatever direction you feel like.�
�Ok.� Amanda said weakly, rooting about in a drawer for her passport, finding it amongst a pile of old phone bills, not knowing what her housemate would say when she announced she was borrowing her car. Didn�t matter. All that mattered was that she drove as hard as she could away from there. She could hear the voice talking to Jack again in the background.
�Oh and Amanda, I don�t want you to worry, because you�re right and it probably is nothing, but just to be on the safe side leave through the kitchen window, head down the back alley onto King Street.�
�Right,� she said, already downstairs, pulling at the latch on the window. Don�t worry but climb out the window. Any other day of the week she�d have found it funny.
Field Officer Michaels drove as close as he could to Amanda�s house, parked the car half on the road and half on the curb. Had to be quick. Disable the target, dump her on the back seat, cut her bike from the railings and shove it in the boot. He�d find a quiet road on the outskirts of town, smash her skull against the curb then drive over the bike. Leave as convincing an impression of an accident as he could manage. If the police smelt a hit and run they�d be less likely to suspect a murder.
Amanda heard the key enter the lock, sensed the urgency in the tap of metal on wood as the chub refused to give way. She could see the door move backwards and forwards as she struggled to open the kitchen window. Damn thing was painted shut. She gave it a shove with her shoulder, half-expecting the pane of glass to fall out and shatter on the gravelled yard below. The hinges finally gave way, window swinging outwards. A rattle from the hallway, another key, this time turning the chub lock. She climbed onto the work surface as quickly as she could, pulled herself through the window and tumbled to the ground on the other side. The drop was further than she remembered, and her ankle twisted awkwardly as she landed. The sound of footsteps heading quickly upstairs inside the house. Amanda didn�t wait to find out what happened, just ran to the end of the garden, pulled herself over the wall and sprinted as fast as she could in the direction of her friend�s old Volkswagen Golf. Key in the lock, door open, ignition turned. The engine revved, it sounded loud in the deserted street. Still too early for the rush hour traffic that clogged the narrow Cambridge roads, the buses that veered unsettlingly close to the historic buildings.
Her hand shook as she released the handbrake, car lurching forwards, wheels spinning. Drive, just drive, any direction as long as it gets you away from here, she thought.
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Hotel Imperial, Kampala
�We need to get going, Jack,� his father said, hitching the rucksack onto his back and checking the room one last time. �She�ll be ok. If they were searching her computer first it means she�s not a direct target. There�s breathing space.�
Jack nodded but didn�t reply. He wasn�t convinced, and his stomach was tying itself in knots. He had to know she was ok, had to know she�d got away.
They headed downstairs, no one in reception. His father peeled off a fifty-dollar bill from the wad in his pocket and shoved it into the ledger. Left the key on top. No point hanging around. Out into the street. the glare of the sun, colours bright, the bustle of the market. He flagged down a taxi. They climbed inside.
�The phone,� he said quickly. �We should dump it. There might be a trace on it.� Jack�s mouth dropped. The fear he wouldn�t be able to contact Amanda writ large on his face. His dad checked his watch, shoved a bundle of notes in his direction.
�There�s a stall across the street. Grab a new one. Quickly.� Jack opened the door, stepped out, and that�s when the bomb went off.
Nick Clarke was taken aback by the strength of the blast, a long time since he�d been this close to an explosion. He hadn�t remembered the Russian-made bombs being quite so powerful. The car lifted and spun, then burst outwards in a blue-red ball of flame. It landed with a bone-crunching thud on the other side of the street.
He cast his eye over the chaos. No one inside the car could have survived, they�d be in pieces. Crowds were gathering, moving in slow motion, the shock of the blast dulling their senses. A sick feeling in the pit of his stomach. He hadn�t forgotten that. The taxi driver was collateral damage. Sir Clive�s plan straight out of the rule book. Fit the cab with a remote device then pay a local driver to pick up your target. Chances are they wouldn�t suspect anything, just assume they�d hailed a cab that happened to be passing. Ruthless but effective. He stubbed out his cigarette, turned and walked briskly in the opposite direction. No one paid him the slightest attention.
Jack could feel someone tugging at his arm, a blurred figure above him. The woman from the hotel. He raised his head, waved her away, heaved himself onto the pavement. Her mouth was moving but he couldn�t make out the words. Panic in the streets around him, people running, people bleeding, glass everywhere. He couldn�t hear, just muffled sounds, the high-pitched ringing in his ears blocking out everything else.
The car was a wreck, metal torn and blackened. No sign of the driver. No sign of his father. He leant back against the wall, moving each of his fingers, they felt as if they belonged to someone else. Then his hands, massaging his wrists, stretching his arms, his legs. He had survived. His body was bruised but not broken.
Slowly, carefully, he pulled himself to his feet. One foot in front of the other, a dizziness in his brain. He walked towards a cafe, pushing his way through the crowd. Voices growing louder. Checked his watch. Still ticking. Maybe the Omega was lucky after all. Lucky for him at least. He pushed through the caf� door, the place empty. A quick wash in the sink. Clean up the cuts and the blood that had matted his beard, check his face in the mirror. Bruises forming below each eye. Must have broken his nose. In his mind one thought, one need. Revenge. First Burundi. Spike van de Weye. Passport and ticket home. Then he�d deal with Sir Clive.
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Amanda braked hard as she pulled into the service station. A family getting out of their car, stepping into her path. They looked at her angrily. She swerved to avoid them. Two hours driving, fingers clamped to the steering wheel. Deep breaths as the car came to a standstill. She wound down the window. The journey a blur, the cars she had passed, miles of road disappearing underneath the tyres. She grabbed the phone from the seat beside her, unconsciously checked her appearance in the rear view mirror, called Jack. Her hand was shaking now. Come on Jack, pick up, pick up the phone.
Sir Clive flicked through the news channels, pausing as he came to the BBC world service. A street scene, messy, the wreckage of a car. He had the TV on mute but the headlines flashed along the bottom of the screen in a continuous stream. Breaking news: Car bomb explodes in Kampala, two British tourists and one local man dead. Al Qaeda suspected. More soon. The shot cut back to the newsreader behind her desk, serious face, interviewing a security expert with an equally serious face.
He turned off the TV, amazing how quickly they could be on a story in this day and age. Someone was always there with a camera phone, keen to capture the disaster, post it online, gain significance by association with another man�s tragedy.
Nick Clarke had already been in contact. The success of the operation confirmed. Textbook stuff. The man would now be in charge of overseeing the UK�s role in the investigation. Some things were beyond irony, Sir Clive thought as he flicked through the file on his desk. Amanda Marshall. He toyed with the idea of letting her go, calling off the search, then closed it decisively. The loose ends needed to be tied up. Too much at stake for him personally.
Time to put an alert out on the car, and all credit cards in her name. He had field officer Michaels on standby. It was just a matter of time. She was only an amateur after all.
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The sun dipped low in the African sky, transforming the dust plains into lakes of gold. In the distance, electric lights shimmered, the highway was carrying trucks laden with people and goods away from the capital city. The rumble of traffic. Jack took a sip of the beer Spike had placed in front of him.
�Hell of a soldier, your pa.� he said, eying Jack carefully, taking in the beard, the lean frame. He wasn�t fooled by the boy�s composure, could sense the fierce anger behind his unnervingly still gaze. A ticking bomb if ever he saw one. Jack nodded. Didn�t reply.
�Anyone else caught in the blast?�
�Taxi driver, a couple of passersby might have been injured.� Spike nodded.
�You ok? Want me to get a doctor? Get you checked out?�
�No. I need to get home. Things to do. You managed to sort the tickets and passports?� Spike nodded.
�Just need a photo.� He sighed, it was like sitting opposite Archie. The same stubborn, headstrong streak. He was worried for the boy. Worried he was out of his depth.
�You know who did it?�
�Yes.� Jack replied.
�And you think you can take them? Even though they got your pa?� Silence. The possibility he might fail hadn�t even occurred to Jack. Only one thought since he dragged his weary body to the airstrip, climbed into the Cessna, flew the short distance to Burundi. Revenge. An unquenchable desire for revenge. Spike sensed his resolve. Knew there was no point in trying to reason with the boy.
�Anyone who can help you back home?� Jack shook his head, then paused, felt in his jacket pocket. The business card. Monsieur Blanc�s P.O. box number.
�Possibly.� He said, the memory of the fat Chinaman strangely reassuring.
Spike wasn�t convinced. �Let me tell you something about your pa, kid,� he said, lighting a cigarette. If he couldn�t reason with the boy he could at least offer him some advice. �Archie was a hell of soldier. Terrible spy, but a hell of a soldier. You know the difference Jack? You know the difference between a soldier and a spy?� Jack shrugged, Spike took a deep drag on the cigarette.
�A soldier is always two people. The one who fights, who kills. And the one who comes home, the one who looks after his wife, his kids. He leaves the soldier on the battle field, has to, you can�t bring him into your house.�
He paused, spat thoughtfully on the floor. �Two lives but he lives them separately. Otherwise he�s fucked. A spook, now that�s a different creature altogether.� He leaned in close to Jack, placed a hand on his shoulder.
�A spook lives two lives at the same time. Side by side. Has to. It�s his job. Takes a real cold fish to be a good spook. A real sneaky bastard. A spook never leaves the battlefield.� He relaxed back into his chair, looked Jack square in the eye. �The man who got your dad Jack, is a spook, a spook through and through.�
Jack rubbed his hands over his eyes. His nose was beginning to sting. He wanted to use the phone.
�What are you Jack? A spook or a solider? You want to bring down the people who did this you�re going to have to sleep with your eyes open. You won�t be off the battlefield. Not till the big man�s dead. Not till you�ve seen him buried and you�ve danced on his grave and checked his grimy little hands aren�t pushing apart the soil.�
Jack nodded, eyes on the phone behind the bar, mind on Amanda. �Mind if I make a call?�
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Amanda checked her watch for the tenth time in as many minutes. She�d been there since three in the afternoon. Felt terrible. A freezing night spent in the car then an early morning drive to London. At the back of her mind the constant fear that someone was watching her, ready to give chase.
She�d dumped the car in the suburbs. A residential street near Mile End, headed to a greasy spoon round the corner and ordered a fry up. Enough change to keep herself in cups of tea until it was time to trek to central London. Jack had called her yesterday, told her to ditch the phone and the car and meet him in a public place. He was flying in later that afternoon. As long as he made it through customs.
The tourists came and went beneath the garish flashing billboards, posing for photographs. Adverts that must have seemed the height of consumer sophistication when they first appeared, part of the bright lights of London, now tired and irritating.
She�d reluctantly taken the camera on a couple of occasions, framed a picture of a smiling couple against the fountain before handing it back, a lump in her throat. Smile hiding the conflict inside of her, the hope Jack would be there to meet her, the fear something might have happened to him.
Dusk came quickly, the air noticeably colder as the faint warmth offered by the low sun was swallowed up in darkness. The streets were busier now, smart-suited Londoners making their way to bars and restaurants, chatting loudly on mobiles phones, keen for the world to know the exciting plans they had for the night ahead.
�Amanda,� a voice behind her. A hand on her shoulder. She turned into Jack�s embrace, gripping him tightly, fists clenching the material of his jacket. She strained her neck back, looking up at him. The beard still there, cheeks even more hollow than they�d looked after the clinical trial, eyes that blazed with a new intensity. An unwavering resolution, something she hadn�t seen before.
He stroked her long blond hair, breathed in its scent, the warmth of her body seeping through the thin clothes he was wearing. Kissed her lips, sweet with chapstick. A deep kiss, unashamed and unembarrassed.
�My father,� he said, pulling away, his voice cracked. �They killed my father.� Amanda pulled him close, didn�t say anything, just held him. They stayed like that, oblivious to the movement all around them, the people pushing past, an attempt to block out the rest of the world.
�What do we do Jack, run away, call the Police?� she said eventually. Jack shrugged.
�Not the police,� he said, pressing her head against his shoulder, eyes scanning the people passing by, on the lookout once again.
�I need some warm clothes.� He shivered. �After that I thought we could pick up my dad�s old car, take a trip to Paris. There�s someone there who might be able to help us.�
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The road ahead was quiet. Rush hour over. The sound of the engine and the tyres on the road mixed together. A familiar sound, constant, soporific.
�You should sleep, let me drive.� Amanda said. They were heading to Folkestone, Jack driving his dad�s old Volvo picked up from the house in Croydon. His father�s credit cards too. And some cash he�d found in a drawer in the hall. The speedometer was broken and never rose above thirty miles an hour. Had to be careful, judge his speed by the other drivers. The last thing he wanted was to get pulled over by the police for speeding.
He�d explained what happened, with his father and in the Congo. The details sounded unreal as he spoke them out loud.
�So Sir Clive thinks you�re out of the picture? That it�s just me left who can link him to Centurion, to the coltan?� Jack nodded grimly, eyes fixed on the road. Silence between them.
�He won�t stop, Mands,� he said at last. �He won�t stop.�
Amanda reached forward and twisted the radio dial. Anything to distract her. The damn thing didn�t work. She slumped back in her seat.
�This man in Paris, the one we�re going to see. You sure you can trust him?�
Jack shrugged. �Hope so. I guess you know you�re in the shit when you have to go to an arms dealer for help.� Amanda thought for one moment he was making a joke, but the expression on his face was deadly serious.
It was half ten by the time they reached Folkestone. Too late to catch the last shuttle. They booked into a Holiday Inn on the outskirts of the town. Magnolia walls and cheap green carpets that built up with static and gave you electric shocks, but by the time they got to their room they couldn�t have cared less. It was better than sleeping in the car, and the sudden realisation that they had the night together, alone, awoke in them the irresistible desire they had done their best to ignore whilst apart. They stood for a moment, eyes only able to focus on each other, the hotel room dissolving into a featureless blur around them.
They fell into a fervent embrace, gripping at each other�s clothes, fingers seeking skin through material. The fear, the tension of the last few days transformed into an overwhelming energy. Jack hoisted her up, one arm tight underneath her thighs, banging her roughly against the plasterboard wall, his other hand dragging at her jeans, pushing, pulling them down round her ankles. His fingers flicked her underwear to one side as she grappled with his trousers, anxious to feel him uncoil, spring to life in her hands. She arched her neck backwards deliciously as he pierced her, she sighed with a sharp intake of breath, pinned to the wall.
A dull grey drizzle was falling when they left the next morning. It glinted in the orange glow of the car park lights. Six am, no one else up yet.
�Suppose I better get in the boot,� Amanda said somewhat reluctantly.
�Suppose you should.� Jack replied, �he�ll have an alert out on your passport.� At least it was a decent size, he thought as he opened it up, pushed the cans of WD40 and old blankets to one side. Amanda climbed in, curling herself into a ball.
�Sorry about the smell of damp dogs,� he said
�Least of my worries,� she replied through gritted teeth.
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Sir Clive poured himself a drink. Eight in the morning but it might as well have been eight in the evening. His body clock was shot. The last few days had taken it out of him. He�d have stormed through the sleepless nights as a young man. Not so now. They�d found the blue Golf on a side street. No news on the owner. Images from the one CCTV camera in the nearby area that were working had shown a tall blond figure entering a cafe.
He had a team working on footage taken from the local tube stations and streets, working through the night, but so far nothing. And there was a limit to the manpower he could allocate without drawing attention to the op.
He�d have to call Harvey and let him know the situation. He wasn�t looking forward to the call, or the ear-bashing he�d get on the incompetence of MI6 field officers. Reluctantly he picked up the phone, savouring the single malt as he swirled it round his glass.
He checked his watch, would be about one in the morning L.A time. Too bad.
�Harvey. How are you? Sir Clive here.�
�Clivey-boy. Great to hear from you. We�re doing good. Very good as it happens.� He sounded drunk. Sir Clive could hear music in the background, the thump of bass, voices chattering, glasses clinking, women laughing. Sounded like a party. �We�ve already freighted in enough coltan to fulfil our government contracts.� Harvey continued breezily. �Having a little party to celebrate. You sorted out that problem of yours yet?�
Sir Clive swallowed the last of the whisky. He could hear the background noise growing quieter, Harvey must have decided to head outside.
�Afraid not. Trail�s gone cold.� Silence from Harvey. On a personal level he didn�t have much to lose if some girl started mouthing off to the press about Sir Clive. Centurion�s business practices might have been on the darker side of shady, but they were a billion dollar Security company, a manufacturer of high-tech weaponry, not a smoothie maker. No one expected them to be whiter than white. As long as they were profitable he had nothing to fear. No, it was Sir Clive�s reputation that would be in tatters. Still, he didn�t like the thought of his company�s name being dragged through the mud, he liked his low profile.
�Soon as you hear something let me know. I want to send a team over. They won�t get in your way, just a bit of additional back-up,� in case she slips through your goddamn fingers one more time, Harvey thought. He didn�t need to say it, the inference was clear.
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They passed through passport control without so much as a second glance, the Customs Officer looked quickly at Jack�s passport then waved him through. Another Brit off on an early morning booze cruise. The man looked like he could do with a drink, the officer thought, taking in the pale face and the shadows under the eyes.
Twenty minutes in the tunnel then the motorway to Paris. A quick stop at a service station to buy some breakfast and a couple of maps, then another stop to buy a mobile phone with a pay-as-you-go SIM. It was lunchtime before they found the address Monsieur Blanc had provided, Avenue Jules Janin, a pretty side street interspersed with restaurants, a bakery and a charcuterie. There was a parking space about ten centimetres longer than the Volvo. After blocking the street for twenty minutes, Jack eventually manoeuvred the big car into the spot. He scribbled a hasty note on the back of an envelope he�d found in the foot well, climbed out and shoved it through the P.O box.
Monsieur Blanc, Jack Hartman here. Need some advice. Call me.
He listed the number of the phone they�d bought underneath.
�What now?� Amanda said. Jack shrugged. �Now we just have to hope he�s in town.�
They spent the afternoon strolling around Paris. An enforced bout of sightseeing that made them both uncomfortable. Outwardly doing their best impression of a carefree young couple on a city break, inside filled with restless anxiety.
They were in the Impressionist Galleries at the Mus�e D�Orsay when the call came, the loud ringtone attracting a host of disapproving looks.
�Jack?� A curious voice, high pitched and delicate, at odds with the well-rounded figure that produced it. Unmistakably Monsieur Blanc. He walked quickly towards the lifts, away from the crowds of tourists, Amanda following close behind.
�Yes,� he replied.
�So you made it out the jungle. My congratulations. Must have been quite an adventure.� His tone was half admiring, half wary.
�Not exactly a walk in the park.� Jack replied.
�No, I can imagine. But you made it out safely and now you have decided to come and see me.� He didn�t ask why, didn�t need to, it hung heavily enough at the end of the sentence without being spoken.
�I need your help,� Jack paused, looking round him. �There�s something I need to take care of.�
�I see.� He was trying to work out what the boy was after. The sensible thing would be to leave well alone, let him fend for himself, deal with whatever mess he had got himself into. But the truth was he admired the lad, his peculiar resilience. And then there was the small matter of Centurion and Sir Clive cynically manipulating him, placing him directly in the line of fire. You simply didn�t do things like that, not to people in the business. He rubbed his chin thoughtfully, perhaps it might be interesting to help the boy out, send a message to Centurion at the same time.
�Where are you? I�ll send a car.� He said decisively.
The sleek black Rolls Royce Phantom that pulled up alongside Jack and Amanda was hardly a discreet means of transport. Heavily tinted windows might have protected the passengers from prying eyes, but the size of the car gleaming imperiously in the evening sun meant it attracted the attention of the tourists lining up outside the museum.
�Mr.Hartman?� The driver asked, winding down the window. Jack peered in. Gustav was sitting in the driver�s seat, awkward and uncomfortable in his Chauffeur�s uniform.
�Bonsoir Gustav,� Jack replied, �how are things?�
�Fine,� Gustav mumbled. �You look like shit.�
�Thank you, you like a chauffeur.� Jack said as he opened the door for Amanda. The noise of the Paris street suddenly shut out as they found themselves cocooned in the plush interior. Thousands of pounds worth of hand-stitched leather and polished wood cosseting them. Even the carpet underfoot felt reassuringly soft.
�Friends in high places?� Amanda said, opening the drinks cabinet in front of her, noting the two bottles of Veuve Cliquot Grande Dame. Jack shrugged, a tense smile in place. He hoped he was doing the right thing, still wasn�t convinced how far he could trust Monsieur Blanc.
The Rolls Royce sped through the Paris streets, the horn blasting motorbikes and tiny French city cars out of its way. They pulled into a small courtyard in the exclusive seventh arrondisement. The residents of this quarter lived in houses, not apartments, the clearest sign they had climbed to the top of Parisian society.
Electronic gates closed smartly behind the Rolls. Gustav got out and escorted them to a set of double doors, heavy and wooden, studded with 18th century bronze detailing. He entered a security code into a keypad and waited as the door swung smoothly inwards.
�After you,� he said, his thick Eastern European accent covering the words with a layer of sarcasm he may or may not have intended. Jack and Amanda stepped into the marbled hallway. A sweeping stone staircase led upwards.
Life in 18th century palaces was lived on the first and second floors, servants and cooking facilities were relegated to the ground floor and cellar. It looked like that was one tradition Monsieur Blanc kept alive. He appeared at the top of the stairs, an elaborately embroidered silk housecoat over dark cashmere trousers.
�Jack, so pleased to see you, and I see you�ve brought a friend.� He cast an appraising look over Amanda, his expression not altogether disapproving.
Amanda looked at Jack, her features composed but her lips tight. He took her hand and led her up the stairs, following Monsieur Blanc through what appeared to be a hall of mirrors, heavily gilded with rococo flourishes, and into a salon that faced the courtyard. A young black girl sat in one of the chairs reading, a tall and strict-looking middle-aged woman peering over her shoulder.
�You remember Florence, Jack? I�m afraid there wasn�t much left of her village, or for that matter her family, so I thought it best if she come with us.� The girl looked up solemnly from her reading and nodded at Jack.
�I�ve already enrolled her at the Lyc�e Henri IV. Despite her lack of formal education her tutors say she is exceptionally bright.�
�Hello again,� Jack said cheerily to the girl, hiding his surprise, but not his pleasure, at how well she looked. She smiled back, the seriousness of her expression suddenly vanished, transported into a young teenager again. Amanda was looking more than a little puzzled, wondering what sort of arms dealer decided to adopt random African children. Jack turned to Monsieur Blanc.
�Monsieur Blanc, I�d like you to meet Amanda Marshall, Dr. Amanda Marshall,� he said, correcting himself, a touch of pride in his voice.
Monsieur Blanc nodded, �Shall we go through to my study? I�d prefer it if we discuss business matters there. Gustav, will you ensure one of the kitchen staff brings us some refreshments?�
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Monsieur Blanc sat upright in a wingback chair behind his Philippe Starck desk, hands clasped thoughtfully under his chin, dessert trolley of cakes within easy reach. The study was an uneasy mix of ultra modern and traditional design. The intricate plaster cornicing and wood panelled walls were painted bright white to set off the angular and brightly coloured furniture.
He had listened to Jack�s story with a great deal of interest and not a small amount of sympathy, and whilst he had nodded thoughtfully at Jack�s talk of ensuring Amanda�s safety, he understood that the boy�s true motivation, the real nature of his mission, was revenge. Revenge for his father�s death, revenge against Sir Clive for threatening the life of the woman he loved. It coursed through him like an electrical current. He didn�t seem to care about what the man had put him through personally.
�You must play this carefully Jack. You are dealing with a very experienced and ruthless operator. He won�t be easy to stop.� He reached for a cake, paused, hand wavering over a custard tart as if suddenly distracted. �Something occurs to me though,� he said, opening a drawer in his desk and extracting what looked like a memory stick from it, holding it up for Jack and Amanda to see.
�Sir Clive�s deception was so complex,� he said thoughtfully. �So much time and effort to build the devices. To leak the information. For a bluff to be convincing it does not always need such elaborate props.� He threw the memory stick at Jack.
�What do you want me to do with it?� Jack said, catching it one-handed.
�I want you to be careful, Jack. It�s my Internet bomb, could go off anytime,� his voice full of contempt. Jack frowned.
�Seriously?� he asked. Monsieur Blanc smiled.
�No, no it�s not an Internet bomb. It�s whatever we want. This is our bluff.�
�So we turn the tables. Make him think we have something on him. Beat him at his own game?� Jack said.
�Exactly. I take it you�ve played poker?� Amanda looked alarmed.
�The last time he played poker he ended up�� she paused, thinking of the clinical trial Jack had taken part in to repay the money lost, the madness that had descended on their lives since then. �The last time he played poker he ended up here.� She said quietly. Jack reached over, squeezed her hand.
�With a good bluff we can draw Sir Clive in. Position him where we want.� Monsieur Blanc continued. �We�ll convince him you hold information that compromises him. That you have the best hand.� He bit into the custard tart, �the fact that you�ve risen from the dead is a pretty good start,� his eyes filled with mirth, laughter suddenly catching the back of his throat, his whole body starting to shake.
�Sorry, I am sorry,� he said, tears rolling down his cheeks, reaching for a serviette. Jack and Amanda looked on, surprised at his sudden outburst. He managed to regain control of himself, took a sip of water, sat back in his chair. He sighed.
�My apologies. Where was I? The memory stick. In my experience, intelligence officers are a very jumpy bunch, quick to believe the worst, paranoid bordering on sociopathic. We will let him know it contains sensitive information, get him where we want him. Set him up. And once we have him you may do with him as you wish.�
Jack looked at the memory stick, pale, white, nondescript.
�Good.� He said coldly.
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Sir Clive had spent the morning briefing the Defence Select Committee on the success of his operation to remove Nbotou from power. He advised them he�d taken out a major threat to the UK�s cyber security, said it was unfortunate this success hadn�t been achieved without the loss of British lives, but that he was confident those brave men didn�t die in vain. The Committee had given him a grilling, rightly so, the death of ten soldiers was not something to be taken lightly, but his military background meant his operational decisions were rarely challenged. He was back in his office by midday reading through e-mails when he saw the message:
Leave Amanda alone.
That was all. No sign off. No greeting. Sent from a Hotmail account. Sir Clive read it. Read it again. Drummed his fingers on the desk then reached into the top drawer. He pulled out the report he�d received from Nick Clarke. A nasty thought snagging at the back of his mind. Had the bodies been officially identified? There was no mention of it in the papers he�d been sent. He called the High Commission in Kampala. Nick wasn�t there. Tried another number.
�Patrick Little speaking.�
�Patrick, hello. This is London, Sir Clive Mortimer. Nick�s been helping us out with a rather tricky operation we�ve been running in the region.� Patrick stared miserably into the distance, wishing he hadn�t picked up the phone. He didn�t want to get involved in whatever ugly mess Nick had been asked to clean up.
�Nick�s not available at the moment, how can I help?� He said, voice smooth as a silk cravat. One thing he was good at was sucking up to his superiors.
�I just wanted to know if you�d officially ID�ed the bodies of those two unfortunate tourists caught up in the blast.�
�Not as far I�m aware. Bits of one of them have been,� he tried to think of a way of putting it delicately, �reassembled. There should be something to send home. There�s nothing on the man with him, but it was a powerful blast, he might have borne the brunt of it.�
�I see, thanks Patrick. Tell Nick to give me a call when he gets back.� He might have borne the brunt of it. Might have. Then again, he might just have sent him an e-mail.
He checked the message again. The e-mail address. He hadn�t noticed it before: Coltan80@hotmail.com. The coltan part was obvious, you didn�t have to be a Cambridge student to work out that the eastern Democratic Republic of Congo was rich in the stuff, whoever had sent the message had obviously put two and two together, but why had they come up with 80? Surely there can�t have been 79 e-mail addresses that already contained the word coltan?
He stepped away from his desk, eyes on the river, determined to work out the significance of the number. So little information in the message he was certain it must have a meaning.
The sky was grey and the river the same dull brown colour as a farmyard puddle. A man with a metal detector made his way slowly towards the water�s edge, tiny from this distance, sweeping the detector in careful semi-circles over the silt. Sir Clive wondered if he ever found anything, settlements had existed on either side of the river for thousands of years, must be all sorts of debris amongst the stones, Victorian coins, Roman pots. .
He stopped, walked quickly to the bookshelf. The number 80, the Roman army, a distant memory from Latin lessons at school. He picked an encyclopaedia from the shelf and flicked through it.
Although a Centurion (Centurio) in the Roman army initially commanded a centuria of men (100), that number later changed to 80.

Sir Clive closed the book and slid it back onto the shelf. Was the number 80 really an oblique reference to Centurion? To his involvement with them? He couldn�t quite believe Jack had made the connection, but then again he couldn�t quite believe how difficult it was to kill the boy. He reached for his coat and hat. He was going to reply to the e-mail, but not from the office. An Internet caf� under the railway arches would do.
Jack, I know it�s you. Let�s not play games. Why don�t we meet? I�m sure we can come to some form of agreement. Best to leave the �80� out of it. They�re not as open to discussion as I am.
C.

He read it through, pleased with the tone. Authoritative but somehow confiding, on the boy�s side, then clicked �send.� He pulled out his mobile. Time to call Harvey, let him know he�d need to send a team over sharpish. Things might be about to get messy. An e-mail pinged straight back. He put the phone down on the desk.
Paris. Pere LaChaise cemetery. Midnight tonight. Wait in the phone booth outside the gates. I have some files you might be interested in.

Sir Clive was taken aback. Hadn�t been expecting that. He checked his watch. Almost 1 o�clock. Didn�t give him much time. What files? Did he have something on him? Something he�d picked up in the jungle?
Jack had obviously decided he wanted to call the shots, no chance of Harvey sending help. At least he had Field Officer Michaels and his UK team on standby. He could have them ready within the hour, in position on the Paris street before well before midnight. He scrolled down, at the bottom of the page an image. A broken headpiece and blood splattered high-tech sat phone. The type used by the SAS, photographed against a clinical white background. Sir Clive glanced over his shoulder instinctively, this was not an e-mail he wanted anyone else seeing. Even if the boy had stumbled across one of the team�s phones in the Congo, the data he�d be able to extract from it would be limited and encoded. He bit his lip, remembering Jack�s background in Computer Sciences.
�Michaels,� he snapped into his phone, �four man team at the ready. We�re going to Paris.�
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Monsieur Blanc peered over Jack�s shoulder, checking the e-mail had been sent. He�d asked Amanda to leave the room, much to her indignation.
�I assure you it is simply so that you do not know the finer points of how we intend to deal with Sir Clive. Trust me, if anything goes wrong, the less you know the better.� Amanda looked for support from Jack but he�d simply shrugged.
�I guess he�s right,� he�d said, �if this goes wrong I don�t want any of it coming back on you.�
Monsieur Blanc closed the door behind her, glanced at his watch. �Sir Clive will send some people to observe the location, probably be there in three hours if they use a helicopter. You�ll need to be in place as soon as possible.� He paused, looking at Jack closely.
�You are sure you want to go through with this?� He asked.
�He killed my father. He wants to kill Amanda.� Jack replied simply. A hatred borne of cold logic, not passion. �What choice do I have?� Monsieur Blanc nodded. It wasn�t a question.
�Fine,� he said, opening up a map of Paris and spreading it over his desk. �These are the key vantage points they are likely to occupy outside the cemetery. The best places from which to observe the phone booth. You�ll need to work out a discreet route between them, moving as quickly as possible. Take out each operative before the others realise what�s going on. May I suggest you use darts rather than bullets? I have a modified gun that fires just the right dose of hydrogen cyanide. You can even attach a scope. And I have something special you might like to use on Sir Clive.� Jack raised his eyebrows.
�Sounds lethal,� he said. Monsieur Blanc nodded.
�Oh it most certainly is, which is another reason why I suggested Amanda leave the room. In my experience doctors show a remarkable reluctance to end human life.�
�Mmm,� Jack mumbled noncommittally, eyes on the map, memorising the layout of the roads around the cemetery. He�d decide what to tell her later.
�Now, let me show you something,� Monsieur Blanc said, stepping theatrically away from the desk and sliding back one of the white wall panels. It opened to reveal a heavy-looking cast iron door, the sort you�d find on a bank vault.
�This house was built by a Monsieur Guillancourt. One of the most respected financiers in 18th century France. He had the safe constructed during the revolution. Didn�t want any of the paysans getting their hands on his possessions. I�ve modified it slightly,� he said as he entered a code into a keypad on the front, waiting for it to open with the enthusiastic impatience of a child outside a toy store.
�This is where I keep my wares,� he said proudly, gesturing to the rows of high tech weaponry gleaming against the velvet-lined walls.
Field Officer Michaels and the rest of his crew sat stoney-faced in the Lynx helicopter, the noise of the blades made conversation nigh on impossible. He was concerned with their lack of preparation time. Despite Sir Clive�s assurances they were dealing with an amateur he still liked to have a solid knowledge of the geography of the zone he was working in. He didn�t know Paris well. Maps and building plans were no substitute for face time at the location. Sir Clive had told them to use knives, don�t go shooting the boy or his girlfriend, it had to look like a robbery gone wrong. A panicked lunge from a gutter-crawling low life that happened to catch an artery, not a pre-meditated murder.
Michaels didn�t like knives. Too messy. And you had to be close. Two of the team would need to hold the boy down whilst he put a blade to his neck. Give him a silenced Walther P99 any day.
He checked the map of the cemetery. It was in a run-down part of the city, a popular tourist attraction during the day but deserted at night. Sir Clive�s brief involved the killing of two British citizens on French soil, there was no room for error.
�What are you thinking?� Sir Clive asked, raising his voice above the roar of the helicopter blades. Michaels shrugged.
�The sooner we get to the location the better,� he shouted back. �I want to have time to get the team in position.�
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Jack cast a wary glance along the boulevard. He was seated in a hired car with a clear view of the street, discarded sandwich wrappers and crisp packets on the seat next to him. The first part of the plan, position yourself so you�re clearly visible, let them know where you are. If they can see you they�ll think they�re in control, that they have the upper hand. Make them less cautious.
The boulevard was busy, a long queue of tourists outside the cemetery, even at this time of day. A steady of stream of Parisians going into the boulangerie on the corner, emerging with baguettes under their arm. Must be a decent baker, Jack thought hungrily, wishing he had nothing to worry about other than buying bread for an evening meal.
He checked the bus time table open on his lap. The number forty-three was due to pull up at quarter to, as it did every hour. So far the service had been pretty regular. He needed it to be on time tonight. It would give him the cover he needed. Until then the plan was to remain in position, exit the car every hour or so and furtively look up and down the street, acting out the role of amateur spy. He�d bought a cap and hooded top but shaved off the beard, under his hat his hair was dyed dark brown. An obvious attempt to disguise himself, clothes that served to draw attention to him, made him look as if he didn�t want to be recognised. All part of the plan.
He kept his eyes on the street, watching for the faces that didn�t change. The people who lingered a little too long over their coffee, who seemed to take an unnatural amount of interest in the newspaper they were reading. Anything out of the ordinary.
He was pretty sure he�d identified two of them. One sat in a car on a side road that had a direct view of the phone booth. He�d seen him when he went to the caf�. A youngish man in jeans and tee-shirt texting in the driver�s seat. Still there when Jack went to the caf� an hour later. No one spent that long sending a text.
�Seen any others?� Amanda�s voice from the foot well on the passenger side, her body curled into a tight ball, covered from view by a loose blanket.
Jack put a hand over his mouth before he replied. Didn�t want to give any indication there was someone else in the car, especially not someone dressed in exactly the same clothes as he was, hood pulled low over her face, peak of the cap poking out from under it.
�Man in the queue for the cemetery. Whenever he gets close to the front he excuses himself and crosses the street. Disappears into a shop then rejoins the back of the queue.�
He moved his hand away from his mouth, careful not to look down. Amanda was baring up well, her long slender limbs curled into an uncomfortable ball in the tiny space.
Sir Clive was drinking coffee in a hotel room at the far end of the street, field officer Michaels with him. They were in radio contact with the three agents on the ground. So far everything was going to plan. They�d identified the target, confirmed he looked jumpy. Busy road. Central Paris boulevard. No chance of slipping discretely into the back seat and killing the boy, not if they wanted this to look like a mugging gone wrong. Best to sit it out.
Amanda tried to stretch her legs as best she could in the tiny space. They were beginning to cramp. The minutes ticked by with interminable slowness. Past eleven pm now, the street almost empty. A few stragglers at the caf�.
�Can you still see them?� She asked quietly.
�Two in doorway either side of the baker. Other two in the car. No sign of Sir Clive.�
�You�re sure you want to do this?� She asked, her voice nervous. Jack didn�t reply. This wasn�t a question of what he wanted, it was a question of what needed to be done. He checked his watch. Each second taking an age to tick by. How did people make a career of this? If the enemy didn�t kill you the boredom would.
�I�m going on one last trip to the tabac across the road.� He said eventually. �Let them see me, remind them what I�m wearing.�
The MI6 officers watched the dark figure climb out the car, run quickly across the street and into the shop, shoulders hunched, cap pulled low over his eyes. He emerged a few moments later with a pack of chewing gum and a bottle of water.
�Ready?� He said under his breath to Amanda as he opened the car door. �The bus is approaching.� He pulled the door shut, checked his rear view mirror, bright lights heading towards them. He loosened his belt, working his trousers down to his ankles, another pair underneath, pale-coloured. Now the black hooded jacket, discretely unzipped. The bus was almost on them.
�Three, two, one�� A hiss of airbrakes. The bus alongside, blocking them from view, doors opening, passengers getting out. Amanda clambered up quickly from the foot well, hands on the steering wheel, yanking herself up, muscles screaming in pain at the sudden movement into the driver�s seat, same clothes as Jack had been wearing, an extra jumper to bulk out the hooded top, cushion under the seat. Her hair tucked up into the cap, face hidden by shadow. The changeover, exactly as they�d practised. Jack slipped out stealthily in the same movement, closing the door quietly behind him. The bus pulled away.
The MI6 officers kept their eyes on the car. The figure behind the wheel. They paid little attention to the passengers that got off the bus, to the tall dark-haired figure in a light-coloured business suit, briefcase swinging by his side, crossing the street towards them. They heard him though, heard the cheerful whistle, the Marseillaise of all things, and the shoes click-clacking on the pavement. Did their best to ignore it. Eyes on the man in the car. Only 10 minutes till the meeting. Midnight by the phone booth. This looked like it might turn out to be straightforward, a clean kill. The moment the boy approached Sir Clive they�d take him out.
Jack yanked the gun from the tape that held it to the side of the briefcase. The weapon was bulky and awkward. Modified to fit the darts. He didn�t slow his pace, fired two silenced shots into the first doorway, kept moving, aware of the dark figure that slumped backwards. Two more shots into the second doorway. Same result. This time he caught a sharp intake of breath from the victim. The paralysing effects of the serum. As lethal and effective as Monsieur Blanc had claimed. He turned the corner, walked towards the parked car, kept his pace constant. Just as he�d suspected. Two figures inside. He walked past without glancing in, same rhythm to his echoing footsteps, same whistle, down the street and into an alley.
Sir Clive walked cautiously towards the phone booth, glancing at his watch. One minute to midnight. No word from the two officers on the street but the men in the car confirmed he could proceed as planned. He could see the parked Renault that contained Jack Hartman. The hooded figure hunched over the wheel. He pulled at the stiff plate-glass door, it protested with a noisy screech, stepped into the phone booth.
�In position and waiting,� he said under his breath, trusting the mic taped to his neck would pick it up.
�We have you covered. Once the boy leaves the car we�ll be on him.�
Jack peered over the rear passenger window of the MI6 Officers� car, watching the two shadowy forms seated inside, one of them speaking into a walkie-talkie. It was them, no doubt about it. He�d crept back silently in his socks, heart thumping louder than the soft pad of his feet on the pavement. Crouched low, he placed one hand on the door handle, the other on the gun. If it was locked he�d have to smash the glass, if not two shots per passenger. Only one needed, the second to be sure. His hand pushed gently upwards, expecting resistance. None came, the latch released, door opening. Poor fools, they really weren�t expecting the battle to come to them. Jack fired, emptying the gun. Body shot and a leg shot for each officer, just in case they�d decided to put on body armour. He stepped away from the car. All over in a couple of seconds, at least for them. One hand on his phone, dialling the number of the booth across the street, walking cautiously back towards the boulevard.
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The electronic ring of the phone was loud in the booth, Sir Clive almost jumped, then cursed himself for doing so. He picked up the receiver.
�There�s a mobile taped to the booth. Un-tape it and climb over the cemetery wall. Wait for my instructions on the other side. If I see anyone follow you it�s off.� The line went dead. Unmistakably Jack. Sir Clive felt a flush of anger. The impudent little shit, thinking he could order him about. He looked back down the street towards the parked car. The hooded figure still visible behind the steering wheel. Just you wait Jack, he thought, you won�t know what�s hit you, the minute you step out that car�
The figure in the car remained still, unmoving. Stalemate. Sir Clive decided he�d make a show of climbing over the wall. Anything to get the boy into the open. He reached under the phone and yanked the mobile from it, pushed open the glass doors and walked towards the wall. There were a couple of places he could get a foothold. He pulled himself up and over awkwardly.
Jack watched him from across the street, once he�d disappeared over the wall he called the mobile.
�Follow the central path for 100m, until you reach the grave of Monsieur Guillotine. I�ll meet you there.� He said quickly, cutting Sir Clive off before he could begin an angry tirade. Jack wondered idly if he would understand the significance of the location, Monsieur Guillotine�s grave, the inventor of the guillotine, a brutally efficient execution method.
He climbed smoothly over the wall, dropped noiselessly to the ground. The bulky silhouette of Sir Clive was moving quickly along flag-stoned path ahead of him. He stood still, watching him for a moment, shoulders hunched against the cold night air, breath coming in thick wheezy rasps. The man was vulnerable, his team dispatched. For one unsettling moment Jack felt the urge to let him be, to walk away. Then the memory of his father, killed without so much as a second thought. Anger within him. He ran silently towards Sir Clive.
�Stay exactly where you are,� he said, his voice no more than a whisper. Sir Clive stood still, wondering how long it would be before Michaels and his team vaulted over the wall. Jack approached cautiously, pressed his gun into the thick cashmere of Sir Clive�s coat.
�Slowly, very slowly, take out your gun and place it on the ground behind you,� Sir Clive snorted. Michaels really was testing his patience with this one. Reluctantly he withdrew his revolver from the shoulder holster and dropped it on the ground. Jack stepped forward and picked it up, lobbed it into the darkness. It landed with a clatter.
�What do you want Jack? What�ve you got on me?� He asked as he turned to face him, his expression full of contempt. Jack stepped back.
�You�re playing with the professionals now boy. Better be sure of yourself.� Jack didn�t respond. Sir Clive looked over his shoulder.
�You don�t seriously think I came here without back-up do you?� He said.
Jack was silent, face half-obscured in the shadows, still as the statues that looked over the graves.
�Fool,� Sir Clive muttered under his breath, shaking his head, waiting impatiently for the swift and brutal cut Michaels would deliver to the boy. It didn�t come. Jack remained upright, unmoved. His silence unnerving.
�Do you think your team got lost?� Jack asked at last, his voice quiet, contained. The night air was cold, close to freezing, his words carried on a misty cloud. Sir Clive cleared his throat, a touch of nervousness in the way he shifted his weight.
�Target in clear view, over, target in clear view.� He said as loud as he could. No one responded.
�Looks like they can�t hear you, Sir Clive. Either that or they just don�t care. Maybe MI6 doesn�t pay enough?� He added innocently. Sir Clive caught the tacit reference to the money he received from Centurion. His steely confidence wavered.
�What do you want Jack?� He asked again, his voice less certain.
�Not much, Sir Clive, not much. Just for you to leave us alone. Me and Amanda.� Jack replied.
�In exchange for the files, whatever evidence it is you think you have?�
�Exactly.� Jack said, extracting the memory stick from his pocket, holding it up for Sir Clive to see. He nodded, glancing over Jack�s shoulder.
�That�s all?� he said.
�That�s all.�
�Ok, Jack, ok. We can do that.� Sir Clive said, as if making a generous concession. He could barely believe his luck. He�d been expecting the boy to come up with all sorts of ridiculous demands, attempt to blackmail him, threaten to expose him.
�I have your word?� Jack said, stepping forwards, looking him in the eye. Sir Clive nodded, holding his gaze. The chap seemed to want some reassurance. He was perfectly happy to provide it. Trusting fool.
�You have my word,� he replied in his most sincere tone. Jack passed him the memory stick. For one brief moment their hands touched. Cold skin in the night air.
�Thank you,� he said gratefully.
�Not at all. And for what it�s worth, I�m sorry about your father. Not my decision. Our American cousins I�m afraid,� Sir Clive lied smoothly, his voice reassuring, slipping the memory stick into his pocket. He watched as Jack turned and walked away. Couldn�t believe his luck. He was wrong about needing a full team on this one, he could take care of the boy himself.
Sir Clive reached into his jacket and quietly pulled out his automatic pistol. The undersized weapon that fit neatly behind his wallet. Two quick shots to take out the boy, then he�d trace the girl. The loose ends. He raised the gun, Jack Hartman within his sights. Something distracted him. A hissing sound. The scent of almonds. Air around him suddenly misty. He felt his chest constricting, tried to speak but couldn�t. Bright pin pricks of light dancing before his eyes, flickering round the impassive stone features of Monsieur Guillotine. The last thing he saw before the blackness swallowed him.
Jack quickened his pace, started to jog towards the cemetery gates. A quick glance over his shoulder. Monsieur Blanc�s reputation for supplying highly efficient and lethal weaponry was well-founded, the canister of quick-release hydrogen cyanide in the memory stick casing had proved as effective as he claimed. Set the timer, twist the top and get yourself as far away as you can.
He vaulted over the cemetery gates and dropped down onto the pavement. Amanda was standing by the car. He ran towards her, hugging her close, wiping away the tears that rolled down her cheeks, feeling her body shudder.
�He went for the deal? Agreed to leave us alone?� Amanda asked, her eyes looked at him searchingly through the tears. Jack shrugged awkwardly.
�Sort of. It�s fine. We�re fine.� He said, not meeting her gaze, not wanting to tell her what he�d done.
�And the others, the ones watching the street, they won�t come after us when they wake up?� Jack bit his lip.
�I�d be very surprised if they did,� he said grimly.



Epilogue

Brooke and Hall Solicitors, Grays Inn Square, London
Four weeks later
Jack sat stiffly in the upright wooden chair, a curiously musty smell mingling with the polish from the wood-panelled walls. The reassuring tick of a grandfather clock in the corner of the room.
He was surprised his father had appointed such a traditional and expensive firm of solicitors to be the executors of his estate, even more surprised he�d bothered to write a will at all.
�Your father only recently appointed us, and he only recently drafted his last will and testimony.� The solicitor had said. A grey-haired cobweb of a man with remarkably bright blue eyes. He spoke slowly and carefully, a faintly patronising tone to his voice, as if the young man in front of him would be confused by legal terms.
�His business dealings in the last few years generated a considerable sum of money and it was his intention that his estate pass directly and fully intact to you, his son. To that end he set up a number of financial trusts for which this firm, Brooke and Hall, is the trustee,� the solicitor took off his spectacles and peered at Jack, his tone confiding.
�There are various tax laws that impose a rather onerous burden on estates of this size. Your father prudently sought to side step as many of those as he could. Perfectly legal, you understand. But rather complex to manage.� Jack nodded, he didn�t really understand, couldn�t imagine his father had left him anything more than a couple of thousand pounds.
Two hours later, after a lengthy reading of the will and further explanations of the financial circumstances he had inherited, Jack stepped into the bright sunlight. He felt dazed, stunned. Seven and a half million pounds. Accumulated by his father in his drunken stock market dealings. Either he was very lucky, or very good. Maybe a bit a both. He was certainly reckless enough to take big risks. Jack smiled to himself, at least the old man had found something outside the army he was good at. Shame it wasn�t till after mum left.
Amanda was waiting for him outside, lit from behind, a halo of light around her blond hair, she was stunningly beautiful.
�How did it go?� She asked, smiling at him speculatively. �Is it lunch at the Ritz or a fry-up at a greasy spoon?� He laughed.
�Ritz I suppose. For breakfast, lunch and dinner. Quite a tidy sum the old man left.� He paused, �I think we should go on a trip to celebrate, an Easter break. I�ve always wanted to drive across America,� he said, wrapping his arm around her shoulder. �How does that grab you?�
Over lunch at a nearby pub he explained his plans. Amanda listened attentively. His enthusiasm took her by surprise, he seemed more excited about the trip than the inheritance. He kept mentioning Beverley Hills and how he�d like to spend a few days there, take in the sights. She was pretty sure there wasn�t much to see in that part of Los Angeles, but she didn�t want to disappoint him, and his eyes took on a peculiar intensity when he mentioned it.
She was right to be concerned. The enthusiasm that filled Jack wasn�t for the holiday. It wasn�t for the money he�d inherited. He was thinking about something Monsieur Blanc had told him, about Centurion. Where they were based. The head offices on Wiltshire Boulevard. He had some unfinished business he wanted to take care of.
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