

[image: cover-image.jpg]





Ghost Target

Table of Contents



	Cover

	Title Page

	Prologue

	Part One

	Chapter 1

	Chapter 2

	Chapter 3

	Chapter 4

	Chapter 5

	Chapter 6

	Chapter 7

	Chapter 8

	Chapter 9

	Chapter 10

	Chapter 11

	Chapter 12

	Chapter 13

	Chapter 14

	Chapter 15

	Chapter 16

	Chapter 17

	Chapter 18

	Chapter 19

	Chapter 20

	Chapter 21

	Chapter 22

	Chapter 23

	Chapter 24

	Chapter 25

	Chapter 26

	Chapter 27

	Part Two

	Chapter 28

	Chapter 29

	Chapter 30

	Chapter 31

	Chapter 32

	Chapter 33

	Chapter 34

	Chapter 35

	Chapter 36

	Chapter 37

	Chapter 38

	Chapter 39

	Part Three

	Chapter 40

	Chapter 41

	Chapter 42

	Chapter 43

	Chapter 44

	Chapter 45

	Chapter 46

	Chapter 47

	Chapter 48

	Chapter 49

	Chapter 50

	Chapter 51

	Chapter 52

	Chapter 53

	Chapter 54

	Chapter 55

	Chapter 56

	Chapter 57

	Chapter 58

	Epilogue

	Acknowledgements

	Copyright





Guide


	Cover

	Title Page








Ghost Target

Will Jordan



[image: Canelo]




Prologue

Forward Operating Base Chapman, Afghanistan – 30 December 2009

It was a cold December afternoon in Khost province, the low winter sun already slanting down towards the clouds gathering on the western horizon. The small group of CIA intelligence operatives who had congregated in the centre of the lonely outpost pulled their jackets a little tighter as a chill wind whipped in from the desolate mountains to the north.

Intelligence analyst Abigail Page could think of about a thousand other places she would rather be at that moment, most of which involved tropical beaches and umbrella drinks, but she gave no thought to returning indoors. Not now. The events that were about to play out here in this isolated base at the edge of civilization could well change the course of the War on Terror forever. Here, today, they were about to make history.

Her radio earpiece crackled as a transmission sounded over the secure comms net. ‘Checkpoint Bravo. Principal is confirmed. He’s coming through.’

Page watched as the barrier at the base’s inner security checkpoint was raised, and a beaten-up red station wagon trundled beneath, threading its way through the concrete chicanes.

She could feel her heart stepping up a gear as the vehicle slowly approached the waiting group. Two men were just visible through the dust covered windshield. The driver was an Afghan man named Arghawan who served as the chief of external security for Camp Chapman. He was the only local they trusted to make such a dangerous trip all the way from the Pakistan border with a high profile asset on board.

His passenger was the one they had gathered here to receive. A 32-year-old doctor from Jordan, Humam al-Balawi had been a vocal al-Qaeda supporter until the Jordanian intelligence service caught up with him and turned him about a year ago. Their offer had been simple enough – become a double agent for the CIA, or we’ll throw you and your entire family in jail for the rest of your lives. Needless to say, al-Balawi had accepted.

Since then he’d been feeding the Jordanians and the Agency a steady stream of actionable intel, resulting in a number of confirmed al-Qaeda kills through drone strikes and targeted assaults.

He’d earned his stripes, but such minor victories were of little consequence compared with what he now claimed to have for them. The location of Ayman al-Zawahiri – the second most powerful commander in al-Qaeda, and Osama Bin Laden’s right hand man. An asset whose capture could well result in the destruction of the terrorist network’s entire command structure.

It was easy to see now why so many of the Agency’s senior intelligence experts were on site for this meeting. Even a cursory glance at the assembled group read like a who’s who of the Agency’s anti-terrorist elite.

First up was Jennifer Matthews, the chief of the base, and a 20-year veteran of CIA field ops. She’d been tracking al-Qaeda since well before the 9/11 attacks, and was one of their foremost experts on the ground.

Hovering close to her was Don Livermore, the deputy chief of the Kabul station, and the Agency’s second highest ranking officer in Afghanistan. Livermore had been around since the dark days of the Cold War, and had managed agents everywhere from Eastern Europe to Africa, Iraq and Afghanistan.

Also present was al-Balawi’s Jordanian handler. Page knew little of the man, though it was rumoured he was the cousin of King Abdullah II of Jordan. Even the royal family wanted a piece of this action, not that she could blame him. If al-Balawi did indeed hold intel that could lead to the destruction of al-Qaeda, he would want his name stamped all over it. This was a moment that could make or break careers.

Keeping her eyes on the approaching station wagon, Page raised the encrypted satellite phone to her ear. ‘He’s inside the perimeter,’ she reported, speaking in hushed tones. ‘Approaching now.’



A hundred and fifty miles away in a secure conference room at the US embassy in Kabul, CIA Station Chief Hayden Quinn leaned in closer to his laptop. Laid out before him was a grainy overhead video feed of Camp Chapman that was being beamed from a Predator drone orbiting the site of the meeting. The unmanned vehicle had been tracking al-Balawi’s vehicle all the way from Pakistan to ensure it wasn’t interfered with.

Quinn had desperately wanted to be there for the meeting himself, having pulled more strings and circumvented more protocols than he cared to remember to make this thing work. But having the Agency’s most senior commander and his deputy at the same forward operating base was a risk nobody was willing to take.

‘Roger that,’ he replied, connected to her via an encrypted satellite uplink. ‘How’s he look?’

‘Hard to say,’ she replied, trying to keep her tension from showing. What a dumb question. How does he look? She didn’t know the man, could barely see him through the grimy windshield, and certainly wasn’t in a position to gauge his mood. ‘The car’s stopping now.’

Bringing the dust-covered station wagon to a halt, the driver killed the engine. A moment of tense, fraught silence passed, broken only by the sighing of the winter wind. Page held her breath, knowing this was a crucial moment.

Then, just like that, the passenger door creaked open and a man stepped out. All eyes were on him in an instant, comparing him with the face they had memorized from his intelligence dossier. Medium height and build, even features, his still-youthful face mostly hidden behind a thick beard that hadn’t yet started to grey. He was dressed in a long, padded overcoat, no doubt to ward off the late December chill.

‘It’s him,’ Page confirmed over the encrypted line, unable to disguise her relief or her excitement. ‘He’s really here.’

Indeed, the sense of exultation and burgeoning elation amongst the gathering was almost palpable. At a nod from Matthews, the base commander, one of the private security contractors flanking the group moved forward to give al-Balawi a pat-down search.

He had been untouched thus far on Quinn’s orders, his unimpeded entry to Camp Chapman intended as a sign of respect and mutual trust, but even this goodwill gesture only extended so far, with some of the Agency’s top personnel only yards away. A simple frisking would ensure he hadn’t brought anything that could be used as a weapon.

Al-Balawi’s hands were thrust deep into the pockets of his overcoat and remained that way as the private security contractor approached. The man hadn’t drawn his weapon, but his hand hovered instinctively close to it.

‘Please raise your hands, sir,’ the operative instructed, speaking in an uncharacteristically deferential manner. He was under strict orders to treat the Jordanian double agent as an honoured guest.

Watching the man closely, Page caught something she hadn’t expected. A momentary flicker in his eyes, a sudden tension in his body as if he were readying himself for some great exertion. He raised his hands from his pockets as requested.

‘Oh fuck,’ Page gasped when she saw the plastic detonator in his left hand, a wire trailing back in through his sleeve.

She saw the operative go for his gun, saw his hands close around the weapon, then there was a sudden flash and the world around her was engulfed in darkness.



Quinn started in shock as the video feed suddenly turned pure white, the drone’s infra-red cameras temporarily blinded by an intense flash of light and heat in the centre of the compound.

‘What the fuck was that?’ he demanded, a sudden knot of fear and concern twisting his stomach. ‘Page, come in. What’s your situation?’

Slowly the image swam back into focus as the flash receded, revealing a scene of utter carnage and devastation in the centre of the small encampment. Fires burned in every corner of the screen, particularly around the shattered remnants of the car and the building that had been set aside for al-Balawi’s debriefing, while other thermal sources that conformed roughly to the shape of human bodies lay scattered around the area.

Some were less recognizable now.

‘Oh God,’ Quinn gasped, staring at the screen in horror. ‘Oh Christ, no.’

The base commander, the deputy chief of operations, the Jordanian liaison… nearly all of the Agency’s major players in Afghanistan had been on hand for that meeting, had been standing just yards away from the centre of the blast.

Realizing the satellite phone was still active, he leaned closer to the speaker. ‘Page, talk to me. Are you there? Page!’



Abigail Page couldn’t hear the tinny buzz of his voice through the damaged satellite phone lying several yards away. Her eardrums had been shattered by the concussive force of the blast.

Dizzy and confused, unsure what had happened, she opened her eyes and looked around. She was lying on her side some distance from where she’d last been standing, and couldn’t understand why she’d suddenly moved. But she could smell something in the air: smoke, burning fuel and melted plastic.

In some vaguely understood corner of her mind, the pieces seemed to come together. She remembered al-Balawi in the instant before the explosion, remembered seeing the flicker in his eyes, the trailing wire leading into his bulky overcoat.

A suicide bomber. He had betrayed their trust, using their eagerness, their desperation against them. Blowing himself up right in the heart of the base, with some of the Agency’s top brass just feet away.

That thought was enough to galvanize her.

You need to get up now, she told herself. There could be secondary explosions. The others might need your help. Get up and find out who’s hurt.

She tried to pull herself up, tried to move, but her body wouldn’t obey her commands. Her legs felt like lumps of lead, weighing her down but transmitting no sensation back to her brain. There was a moment of fright, of panic, then the realization that something warm and wet was spreading outwards from various points across her torso. It meant something, she knew, but her thoughts were growing hazy and confused.

Surprisingly, there was no pain. Or maybe there was, and she simply hadn’t recognized it yet. Her mind was dimming, like a flashlight slowly running out of power, and it was becoming hard just to keep her eyes open.

Someone else was lying on the ground near her, she realized then. A man. She recognized him as the Jordanian intelligence operative who had come to oversee the meeting. With an odd sense of detachment, she noted that his right arm was missing at the shoulder, ending in a torn mass of bloody flesh and jagged bone. His deep brown eyes stared lifelessly into space, seeing nothing.

The cousin of a king, she thought with an incongruous flash of humour as a gust of frozen wind swept across the devastated base, stirring the fire and smoke, and darkness encroached on her vision.

I’m going to die beside the cousin of a king.




Part One

Reunion

In 2010, a declassified document from the National Security Archive asserted that the ISI, Pakistan’s external intelligence agency, covertly used $200,000 of US aid contributions to fund the suicide attack on Camp Chapman.

The ISI denies all involvement.




Chapter 1

Marseille, France – three months later

Philippe Giroux hung back in the shadowy recess of the shop doorway, pretending to be texting someone on his phone as his target passed by on the opposite side of the street.

It was a quiet morning, the air just starting to warm up as the morning sun rose above the horizon. A light breeze wafted inland, carrying with it the salty tang of the Mediterranean Sea and the distant squawks of gulls circling the harbour. On a nearby road, he heard the rhythmic chug of a small van engine, perhaps a baker making his morning deliveries.

Aside from these minor distractions, the streets were almost deserted at such an early hour. Perfect for what he had in mind.

The secret of a good takedown was preparation. Most men in his profession were opportunists, taking action as soon as chance allowed, but Giroux was better than that. He took his time, observing his targets until he built up a picture of their habits, their awareness of the world around them, the possibility of them fighting back.

After patiently following and watching this one for the past few days, Giroux now felt confident enough to draw a few conclusions about him.

In his late-thirties, standing an inch or two over six feet by Giroux’s estimation, his target had the trim, athletic physique of someone with plenty of spare time to exercise. The hard, uncompromising muscles of real physical strength were visible beneath his tanned forearms, and his casual white shirt sat comfortably across his broad shoulders and firm chest.

His face was lean and sharp-featured, his hair dark brown, cut in a short and practical style, his jaw coated with several days’ growth of beard. Doubtless women found him attractive, especially his eyes. They were green; deep, vivid and piercing. The kind of eyes that saw much and gave away little.

But more than his appearance, it was the way he moved that marked him out as a man of means. It wasn’t quite an arrogant swagger, but rather the confident, measured tread of a man sure of his abilities and his place in the world.

His clothes did not speak of great wealth – just plain grey cargo trousers, a loose shirt with the sleeves rolled up, and inexpensive but practical walking shoes. But as Giroux knew well enough, rich men were often to be found in simple attire. They were confident enough to dress down, unlike those of lesser stature, who bought expensive clothes to feign the appearance of wealth.

This man belonged in the former category.

Each morning he walked into town early, before most people were up and about, and bought food from the same bakery. He never followed the same route through the old town, which spoke of a certain awareness, and an understanding that predictability and routine could lead to vulnerability.

But there were only so many different ways to reach the same destination, and even this man was constrained by the geographical layout of the city.

For the most part his route took him along La Canebière, the main thoroughfare leading from the old port, with its big luxury yachts moored side by side, all the way to the Reformes quarter to the east. But Giroux knew that at one point he would have to cut to the right, taking one of the narrow side streets that led uphill towards Notre Dame de la Garde cathedral.

That was where it would happen. That was where Giroux would take him down.

His contract hadn’t specified the manner or the location in which his target was to be killed, which was all to the good as far as he was concerned. Some people could be annoyingly particular, demanding a certain kind of weapon or a specific fatal injury, but this one had given him all the latitude he wanted. All he’d been asked to provide was photographic evidence of the kill.

Waiting until his target was a good distance ahead, Giroux pushed himself away from the doorway and followed him, still pretending to be absorbed in his phone just in case the man glanced back. His well-worn trainers made no sound on the cobbled road as he walked.

The key to following people was to look confident and relaxed, as if you had every right to be going where you were. Like an actor playing a role, you had to assume the identity of someone who was just out for a casual stroll, a man who had no interest in what was going on around him.

His appearance helped. Of average height and build, with a rounded and unthreatening face, Giroux had always found it easy to blend in. Few noticed him, and even fewer saw him as a threat. More fool them.

His target gave no hint that he was aware of being followed. He continued to walk with the same relaxed, measured pace, glancing occasionally left or right at things of interest, but for the most part just enjoying his morning stroll without a care in the world.

Keep walking, my friend, Giroux thought. That will change soon enough.

About a hundred yards further on, the side street came into view, and sure enough his target angled across the road to make for it. Giroux followed, still keeping his distance, waiting until his target had disappeared around a corner before picking up his pace. He would close the distance as quickly as he could now.

The side street was mostly used as a service entrance for the line of shops and restaurants that backed onto it. Flanked by three-storey buildings on both sides, it was nearly always in shadow. The road itself was littered with big steel bins set beside the rear doors of kitchens and other work places, many overflowing with plastic bags.

The place reeked of spoiled food. Still, it was a perfect place for a takedown. The unsavoury odours meant that few pedestrians came this way, the shops and restaurants were still closed, and the shadows and big steel bins meant that he would be hidden from prying eyes on the main road. Not that he expected anyone to be passing so early in the day anyway.

As Giroux approached the corner, his hand reached inside his jacket and gripped the moulded handle of the police baton hidden within. It was an old-fashioned wooden weapon, the kind that had long since been superseded by the lightweight telescopic night sticks used by today’s police officers. But it was simple and reliable, and he knew from experience that a good solid blow to the base of the skull would drop a man like a brick. And if that failed, he also had a knife concealed in a sheath at the small of his back.

Some men in his profession carried guns, but what was the point? Guns were expensive, not always reliable, and needed to be carefully looked after. Most importantly, guns made noise, and noise attracted attention. Takedowns were supposed to be quick and quiet, and in that regard he’d yet to find a better tool than this sturdy wooden baton.

He was almost there now. He removed the baton from his coat pocket and pushed it up into his sleeve so that it was hidden from casual view. His target wouldn’t even know what had hit him. He took a deep breath, ready for another profitable day.

He never expected what happened next.

Rounding the corner, he suddenly found himself face to face with his target. The man was just standing there, hands by his sides, staring at him with those vivid green eyes.

‘Why are you following me?’ he demanded, speaking in accented but perfectly understandable French.

Shit.

Giroux had been wrong. This man wasn’t as blissfully unaware as he’d thought. Maybe he’d heard something during the approach, maybe he had noticed him before and grown suspicious of his reappearance today. Either way, he had lost the element of surprise. But Giroux still had the baton, his opponent was unarmed, and he was already psyched up for what he was about to do.

No way was he losing this contract.

Reacting instinctively, he loosened his grip on the baton, allowing it to fall down into his hand. At the same moment, he launched himself forward, swinging the club around to strike his opponent a sharp, vicious blow across the jaw. Perhaps this takedown wouldn’t be as quick or clean as he’d planned, but the end result would be the same.

But the man was no longer there. Moving with frightening speed, he had ducked aside just as Giroux swung, throwing him off balance. He tried to adjust his posture for another swing, but even as he did so he felt the baton yanked out of his hand. Turning right to face his opponent once more, he was just in time to see a clenched fist coming right at him.

There was a sickening crunch and an explosion of white light as the punch connected. The impact sent Giroux, already off balance, sprawling on the ground in a heap, stars flashing across his vision and blood streaming from a broken nose. He had landed in a pool of fetid water, strewn with discarded trash. Within moments it had soaked into his jeans and jacket.

Snorting and coughing the blood out of his throat, tears streaming from his eyes, Giroux looked up at the man who only moments before had seemed like such an easy mark. He was standing a few yards away, looking as calm and relaxed as when he’d strolled out of the bakery.

This was a new and very unwelcome experience. Giroux was no stranger to violence, but he was used to inflicting it, not receiving it. He was used to ambushing people, catching them unawares and subduing them before they knew what was happening. He wasn’t used to his targets fighting back. But this one was.

Anger and fear flared up in him, the former magnified by the latter. He wasn’t used to being afraid of people, and he didn’t like it.

Clenching his teeth, he scrambled to his feet and reached for the knife at his back.

‘You’ve already made one mistake today,’ his enemy warned. ‘Don’t make another.’

But Giroux wasn’t hearing him. His hand went for the knife, fingers closing around the haft. Just as he yanked it out and swiped in a wide arc to catch his opponent across the midriff, the man took a step backward, swung the police baton down and knocked the blade right out of his hand, breaking a couple of Giroux’s fingers in the process.

Giroux had no time to register the injury. Before he could recover, his opponent closed in, placed one foot behind his and gave him a single powerful shove in the middle of his chest. He tripped and went down a second time, hitting his head on the rough cobbled road as he fell.

A moment later, he gasped as he felt the blade of his own knife pressed against his throat. His vision was blurred by blood and tears, but he knew his fearsome opponent was kneeling on top of him, one knee pressed into his chest. He could kill him whenever he wanted. Fear, sheer and absolute, charged through him.

‘Now you’ve made two big mistakes. You tried to kill me, and you tried to do it alone,’ he said, his voice low and menacing. ‘Don’t make another mistake by forcing me to ask a third time. Why have you been following me?’

‘T-to steal from you,’ Giroux stammered.

He gasped as the knife was pressed in harder, causing blood to well up.

‘Are you working for someone? Think carefully before you answer, my friend.’

‘It is the truth! I swear it!’ Giroux pleaded. There was no pretext of playing tough now; he was begging for his life, and he knew it. ‘You s-seemed like an easy mark. I thought you were just a rich tourist.’

The man’s intense green eyes were locked with his own, seeming to penetrate his very soul. Finally, with some reluctance, the pressure of the blade eased.

Keeping him pinned to the dirty ground, the man rifled through his pockets until he found Giroux’s creased, grubby and disappointingly empty wallet. Still, even he possessed a few cards and scraps of identification that his erstwhile victim had no problem rooting out.

‘Philippe Giroux, right?’ he remarked, comparing the battered and bleeding face before him with the far more youthful one on his expired driver’s licence.

‘Yes.’

‘Right then, Philippe. Obviously you’re not the brightest guy, so I’ll keep this simple. If you try something like this again, I’ll kill you. If you follow me, I’ll kill you. In fact, if I ever see your face again in Marseille, or anywhere else for that matter, I’ll kill you. If you understand what I’ve just said, say yes.’

Giroux stared at him. The look in his eyes told him this was a man who had made good on such threats before, and wouldn’t hesitate to do it again.

‘Yes,’ he said at last.

‘Good.’ The knife was removed from his throat and tossed into a walled courtyard nearby. ‘Don’t forget to wash up.’

Without saying another word, the man stood up, picked up his bag of goods from the bakery, and walked off as if nothing had happened.




Chapter 2

Set halfway up a gentle hill a couple of miles east of Marseille, overlooking a sheltered bay and the vast swathe of the Mediterranean beyond, the old French villa enjoyed views that would have made most estate agents green with envy. Unfortunately for Ryan Drake, the view was just about the only thing this place had going for it.

In need of a place to lay low after being forced to go on the run from the Agency last year, Drake had chanced upon the old, dilapidated villa about six months ago. Clearly the building had suffered from decades of neglect, but for him it had seemed ideal. A cheap, isolated, easily defensible building in an elevated position, with only a dusty single-track road leading up to it.

Nobody could approach closer than half a mile without his knowledge. And given that the nearest house was on the far side of the bay, he had little concerns about his neighbours spying on him. In short, it was a perfect safe house.

Posing as a foreign property investor looking for a restoration project, he’d put in a cash bid the very next day. Needless to say, his offer had been accepted almost immediately.

He hardly considered himself a rich man, but like any deniable CIA operative with an ounce of foresight and pragmatism, he’d set up a pretty comprehensive security blanket during his time with the Agency – false identities, travel documents, passports and a decent financial reserve that he could tap into. A man like him never knew when he might have to disappear in a hurry, and last year in Libya that fear had proven all too real.

Some modernization required, the property listing had said. That was a euphemistic way of looking at it, he’d soon realized.

The previous owner had obviously been a bit of a hoarder, because the place had been packed with junk of all descriptions – everything from old newspapers, magazines and pictures to ancient television sets, radios, ornaments, broken furniture and a hundred other things he hadn’t bothered to look at. There had even been an artificial leg hidden away in a corner of the basement. Drake had been tempted to put an ad in the local Lost and Found, since its owner was sure to be missing it by now.

Still, six months down the line, things had improved marginally. The plumbing worked, when it felt like it. The boiler, like a moody teenager, would alternate between being cooperative and useful, to not wanting anything to do with him. And the electrical system, installed in 1936 as the yellowed sticker on the fuse box proudly proclaimed, couldn’t be counted on if more than three lights were turned on at once. He’d done what he could to get it back into working order, but his modest electrical expertise was no match for the madness of 1930s French building practices.

Swinging the big oak door closed behind him, Drake walked through the wide tiled hallway to the kitchen, set his bag of bread and pastries down on the counter and started the kettle boiling.

Glancing at his hand, he frowned when he noticed a trace of dried blood on his grazed knuckles. He had barely thought about the fight on his long walk home; he’d just carried on with his morning routine as if nothing had happened.

For a while after he’d noticed the man observing him, it had crossed his mind that the guy might be a real player – a professional hit man sent by the Agency to hunt him down and kill him. There were plenty such men on the payroll.

But their brief scuffle earlier had taught Drake otherwise. The man’s attack had been clumsy and stupid. He was a street thug; nothing more. There were a lot of them in Marseille these days, ready to prey on the rich Brits, Russians and Americans who flocked here every summer.

As he ran his hand under the cold tap at the sink, watching another man’s blood wash away and disappear down the plug hole, he felt a familiar throb of pain radiating out from his knuckles. He’d broken his hand in a boxing match many years earlier, the damage forestalling whatever aspirations he’d had as a professional fighter. It had healed well enough, but the old injury still troubled him now and again.

He hadn’t felt the pain at the time; the adrenaline had been pumping and he had been too intent on not getting clubbed or knifed to death to worry about it, but now that he’d had a chance to calm down, it was starting to catch up with him.

It had been a while since he’d found himself in a situation like that. More than a while, actually. Living a simple life, the past six months had been deceptively quiet and uneventful. A man could almost forget his past if he spent enough time in a place like this.

Almost.

Standing by the sink, he paused for a moment, playing over the events again in his mind. Street thugs he could handle, but not if the situation escalated into something more. Even if his actions today had been necessary for self-defence, he had called attention to himself by beating that man down.

There was a chance of course that Philippe Giroux would heed his warning and steer well clear of Marseille, perhaps finding a new town in which to prey on unwary travellers. A chance, but Drake sensed it was unlikely. Street criminals were as territorial as a pack of wolves, and just as vicious when provoked. There was no telling who Giroux might talk to about the mysterious foreigner who had nearly killed him this morning, no telling where the rumours might end up.

Perhaps it was time to move on, find a new place to lay low. That would be the smart thing, the prudent thing to do to ensure his survival. Why then was he so reluctant to contemplate it?

The click of the kettle snapped him out of his dark musings. Turning off the tap, he shook his hand a few times to get most of the water off, then emptied the boiling water into a waiting coffee pot. As he made for the fridge to get some cheese and jam, he decided to put his earlier thoughts on hold, at least until after breakfast.

Making decisions on an empty stomach was never a wise move.

A short while later Drake was sitting at a weathered old wooden table – one of the few items salvaged from the original owner – on the villa’s outdoor terrace, staring at the clear blue waters of the Mediterranean as he waited for his laptop to boot up. It was already shaping up to be a warm day, the sun rising slowly into an almost cloudless sky.

He took a sip of coffee, watching as a big motor boat powered through the light swell about a hundred yards offshore, waves and foam churning in its wake. Even from this distance he could make out the young women in bikinis sunning themselves on the stern deck, while a couple of older guys in garish shirts messed around in the wheelhouse. The sort of people that Giroux would have an easy time relieving of some not-very-hard-earned cash.

‘Enjoying the view, huh?’ a voice chided him.

Drake felt a pair of slender hands slide across his shoulders, pausing to tighten their grip a little as they reached his neck.

‘I see you eyeing up those bikinis, you know.’

He glanced up as Samantha McKnight walked into view, barefoot on the stone terrace, dressed only in briefs and a white tank top. Her dark hair was tousled from sleep – or lack of it, given what they’d been up to last night – and her face untouched by make-up. Not that she needed it. Already an attractive woman, life in the Mediterranean sun had tanned her naturally pale skin, endowing her with a glow that he found most pleasantly diverting.

Drake grinned. ‘Wouldn’t dream of it.’

‘Sure you wouldn’t. Not when I’ve got a gun in my bedside drawer.’

‘Yeah, but I’ve seen your shooting,’ Drake teased her. ‘Anyway, what’s with the Rip Van Winkle routine? I’ve been up for hours already.’

‘I spent ten years in the army, getting woken up by asshole drill instructors at 5 a.m. The way I see it, I’ve earned some downtime.’ She grinned playfully, her eyes glinting like the sea behind her. ‘Plus I lost a couple of hours last night.’

‘Play your cards right and you might lose a couple more today,’ he said, eyeing her over the rim of his coffee cup. The sea breeze had stirred up, flattening the tank top against the contours of her body, giving the momentary impression that she was wearing nothing at all.

It was an impression that wasn’t lost on him.

‘Keep dreaming.’ Reaching down, she snatched up his plate of untouched croissants, leaping nimbly beyond his reach before he could stop her. ‘Especially when you hog all the food.’

‘Hey! I had to walk four bloody miles for those!’ Drake protested.

‘And I truly appreciate such a noble sacrifice for your helpless maiden.’ McKnight gave him a look of mock seriousness, before tearing off a chunk of pastry, dipping it in the jam and popping it in her mouth.

Helpless and maiden were not words Drake would choose to describe Samantha McKnight. Nonetheless, eyeing the graceful lines of her body, the soft curve of her breasts that her minimal clothing did little to hide, he felt less inclined to argue the point.

She settled herself on a chair beside him, her long legs stretched out before her, and for a few moments seemed to lose herself in the view. She was smiling; the kind of smile that came so easy to her now.

‘You know something? I don’t think I’ll ever get tired of being by the sea. The sound of the waves, the smell of salt in the air, the endless horizon…’ she said wistfully. ‘No matter how many times I wake up to it, it still feels new every time.’

Drake decided not to dwell on that last statement. ‘Beats a rainy Monday morning in Croydon, that’s for sure.’

She glanced sidelong at him. ‘Hey, give me a break. I’m a Kansas girl – didn’t even see the ocean for the first time until I was nineteen. Couldn’t believe there was so much water in the world.’

Drake cocked an eyebrow, resisting the obvious joke about her not being in Kansas any more. ‘Parents not big travellers, then?’ he asked instead.

At this, her smile faded a little. ‘Mom didn’t stick around too long, so it was just me and Dad. And no, he wasn’t big on travelling.’

He felt bad for dredging up unhappy memories. ‘I’m sorry.’

She looked at him, and there was a sadness in her eyes that seemed quite out of sync with her usually buoyant personality. Then, with a single blink, the dark cloud seemed to pass and she was herself again.

‘Don’t be. He was a great father.’

As she resumed her breakfast, Drake turned his attention back to the laptop and opened his email to check for messages from his former teammates Cole Mason and Keira Frost. Once part of an elite group known as a Shepherd team, tasked with finding and rescuing lost Agency personnel, their attempts at exposing the secrets of the Agency’s corrupt Deputy Director Marcus Cain had led to them being branded as criminals and traitors. Now they were on the run like Drake and McKnight, maintaining loose contact via anonymous email accounts.

There was the usual round of spam offering Rolex watches to ‘Gentleman with high ambition but low moneys’, and another effort by the deposed king of Nigeria to get Drake’s bank details. The guy really must have been desperate; this was his third email in the past month.

But there was one message in the inbox that most definitely wasn’t a waste of time. There was no subject, but the sender was one J. Doe. Hardly an original name, but Drake knew what it meant. J. Doe wasn’t the kind of person to send ‘How are you?’ emails. If she contacted him, it was for a reason.

Putting down his coffee, he opened the email.


We need to talk. Can we meet?



Drake frowned. As far as missives went, this one was about as short and to the point as it could be. Still, he knew the sender well enough by now to understand she wouldn’t give anything away over an unsecured email server. Whatever she had to tell him would be delivered face to face.

The question was, what did she want?

‘Everything okay?’ McKnight asked, noticing his change in expression.

‘Hmm?’ he said, stirred from his thoughts. ‘Yeah, nothing I can’t handle.’

‘Sounds ominous.’

‘Try tedious.’

Despite his evasive words, he knew he would have to send some kind of reply. For one thing, J. Doe wasn’t someone you ignored. For another, whatever she wanted to discuss would likely find its way to him sooner or later anyway. Better to meet it on his own terms.

A moment later, he started typing.


Marseille, tonight. Bar Mele, 8 p.m.



If she wanted to be brief and blunt, he was happy to respond in kind.

His simple missive complete, he sent it winging off through cyberspace to wherever the sender happened to be. Depending on the vagaries of server cross-links and how many budget Rolex watches were being touted that day, the message should take anywhere from ten seconds to two minutes to arrive.

He had set the meeting for tonight partly because he wanted to get it over with, but mostly to gauge how badly she wanted to meet with him. If she agreed, it meant something serious was going down.

Three minutes later, the reply came.


I’ll be there. Don’t be late.



Drake leaned back in his chair and took another sip of coffee. Well, that confirmed his theory at least. Whatever she wanted to discuss, it was important.

It didn’t make him feel any better.




Chapter 3

Langley, Virginia – 30 April 1985

‘Morning, Tom,’ Marcus Cain said, striding down the corridor with a coffee in hand. ‘Ready to save the world?’

It was barely 9 a.m., but he’d already managed to fit in a five-mile run through central DC before work. Rather than leaving him tired and worn out, the early morning exercise had served to focus his mind and body. He felt alert, energized, ready to take on anything.

Tall, lean and ruggedly handsome, Marcus Cain cut a striking figure amongst the slumped shoulders and middle-aged beer guts that populated Langley. At just 30 years old, and bright and ambitious, he’d only recently been promoted to full case officer, giving him command over both field operatives and the authority to recruit his own intelligence sources. It was both an honour for a man of his age, and a challenge that he was determined to rise to.

His colleague, Tom McBride, was clutching a set of sealed brown file folders that represented their combined workload for the day ahead. Instinctively he fell into step beside Cain to match his strides; no easy task when McBride was several inches shorter, ten years older and a good deal heavier. Still, he’d never have admitted to having difficulty keeping up.

‘You’re annoyingly cheerful today,’ he remarked with good natured mockery. ‘You get laid last night or something?’

Cain gave him a sidelong glance. ‘Your jealousy smells worse than your aftershave, Tom. And that’s saying something.’

‘I like this aftershave.’

‘Someone has to, I guess,’ Cain acknowledged. ‘So hit me with it. What’s the good word?’

‘Latest intel reports from Afghanistan,’ McBride began, holding out the first folder. His expression said it all. The Soviets were winning, and the CIA-backed Mujahedeen were losing. Same old story.

Cain accepted it reluctantly. ‘That good, huh?’

‘Worse. I’ll leave you to pick through the gory details later. The short version is that the Divisional heads want you to spin your usual bullshit. Full work-up and high-level summary, along with operational recommendations by tomorrow morning.’

‘Why? So they can ignore it like my last two reports?’ Cain asked, a measure of his good humour departing. ‘Maybe I should record it and play it on loop for them.’

McBride smiled faintly. ‘This one’s different. There’s a briefing scheduled later this week with one William Carpenter; a colonel with army special operations. I don’t know many of the details yet, but a lot of heavy hitters will be there, and they’ve asked you to present your findings. Draw your own conclusions on that.’

Even Cain was taken aback by this. Perhaps, just perhaps, his pleas for direct US involvement in Afghanistan hadn’t fallen on deaf ears after all. Of course, there was always a downside to stepping into the limelight. If you screwed up or failed to deliver after people had put their faith in you, it could land your career on the fast track to nowhere.

Still, Cain wasn’t afraid to take risks. He hadn’t made it this far by playing safe. And if he could actually sell them on this plan and make it work, he could quickly find himself a rising star.

‘Well, shit. That just makes me feel warm and fuzzy inside,’ he said, tucking the briefing folders under his arm. He was just about to make a right and head to the relative quiet of his cubicle office when McBride called after him. ‘Oh, just one other thing.’

Cain paused in his stride. ‘Yeah?’

‘Something that came in from our colleagues in Norwegian Intelligence.’

He feigned surprise. ‘There is such a thing?’

‘I’ll be sure to pass those remarks along,’ McBride chided him. ‘Anyway, bit of a curve ball, but it looks like they caught themselves a Soviet defector.’

That was enough to pique his interest. ‘Military?’

‘Nope.’

‘Government?’

‘Civilian. Nineteen years old. She presented herself to the Norwegians and requested asylum in the US.’

Cain’s enthusiasm faded. ‘Then she wants the State Department, not the CIA,’ he decided, turning away, his mind already on the upcoming briefing.

‘Wait, here’s where it gets interesting. According to their debriefing, she hiked through a hundred miles of Arctic terrain to cross the border. Nearly died of exposure in the process.’

‘So she’s tough but dumb.’ If true, hers was an impressive feat of survival, though not terribly smart. There were far easier ways to defect. ‘Why should we care?’

‘Because she requested to work for us against the Soviets. Well, demanded would probably be more accurate. She said she was willing to do anything to work against them.’

Cain wasn’t impressed. Normally intelligence agents were recruited through a careful process of trust building, training, bribery or, in some cases, coercion. They didn’t just show up on the Agency’s doorstep asking for a job.

‘Forget her,’ he advised, having made his assessment already. ‘She’s probably just some messed-up kid looking for attention.’

‘You’re not taking her seriously. Neither did the Norwegians. They had some junior analyst try to debrief her, but she saw right through it, refused to speak until they sent a case officer in.’

Cain frowned. ‘She knew their chain of command?’

‘No, you don’t understand. She knew they were lying,’ McBride explained. ‘According to their debriefing document, they knowingly fed her false information on six different occasions, and she caught them out every time. For whatever reason, it seems she’s almost impossible to deceive.’

Cain was tempted to laugh at the notion. He still didn’t believe it, but he had to admit he was intrigued. ‘So what do you want from me?’

‘You’re a case officer. Recruiting agents is your job,’ McBride reminded him. ‘Look, give her a quick evaluation. If you think there’s something we can use, we’ll put it through the usual channels. If not, we ditch her. Fair enough?’

Cain glanced down the corridor to his office, where he knew he should be heading right now to prepare his briefing. And yet, the notion of meeting this mysterious young woman who had trekked through a hundred miles of ice and snow just for a chance to work for the Agency had kindled a spark of curiosity in him.

‘Fine,’ he conceded reluctantly. ‘Where are they holding her?’

He would spare her five minutes before making his decision. After that, he would consider his duty done. He didn’t imagine he’d be seeing her again either way.



Langley, Virginia – 14 March 2010

Removing his reading glasses, Marcus Cain closed his eyes and rubbed his temples, trying his best to ignore the headache that was pounding away inside his skull and focus on the briefing documents laid out before him. It was a silent, if painful reminder of the bottle of whisky he’d done his best to get through last night.

He couldn’t remember the last time he’d finished up a day without a drink.

Reaching into his desk drawer, he fished out a strip of aspirin, popped two in his mouth and washed them down with the tepid remains of his cup of coffee.

The contents of his daily briefing certainly gave him no reason to feel better. Everywhere the Agency was fighting the War on Terror, they were losing. In Iraq and Syria, ISIS were on the move once more, regrouping their scattered forces for another major offensive. The pre-emptive drone strikes he’d ordered in Libya might have killed some of their commanders and dealt their cause a blow, but such attacks were only delaying the inevitable. Without American support, the fledgling Iraqi army wouldn’t stand, and after nine years of costly and fruitless warfare, neither Congress nor the public had the stomach to send troops in again.

Things were even worse in Afghanistan, where a resurgent al-Qaeda was striking with increasing impunity from the lawless mountain regions that remained well outside government control. Afghan military forces barely had the manpower to hold the ground they already had, and their capabilities were diminishing as desertion and battlefield casualties took their toll.

The Afghans weren’t the only ones taking casualties either. The suicide bombing at Camp Chapman three months ago had dealt the Agency a crippling blow from which it was still struggling to recover. With nine of their most capable and experienced personnel dead and another six severely injured, it had been their worst single loss of life in a quarter of a century.

But the effects had gone far deeper than that. Every aspect of the Agency, from their procedures to their operational outlook to their leadership, had been under scrutiny since news of the blast had begun to filter through. Even the public had become aware of what had happened, the scope of the disaster simply too big to conceal, and as a result confidence in them was at an all-time low.

The world’s most formidable and secretive organisation had been exposed to the world as fallible, vulnerable and desperate. And never had they been more needed.

He glanced up from the depressing briefing documents as his door opened and an older man strode in without so much as knocking. Not many men could walk right into Marcus Cain’s office without warning or permission, but unfortunately CIA Director Robert Wallace was one of them.

One of the new crop of top-level replacements that had arrived in the wake of Barack Obama’s march to the White House, Wallace’s appointment as director was unusual in that he hadn’t come from either a military or intelligence background. Instead the Agency had been lumbered with a serial politician; a man whose career had been based around drawn-out hearings, dusty subcommittees, small-minded party bickering. A man with little understanding of the work that went on at Langley.

It was obvious that a man with a blank slate in the intelligence game had been chosen specifically to clean up the Agency’s image, which had been well and truly tarnished after eight years under the Bush administration. Some of his first acts as director had been to start official investigations into the enhanced interrogation techniques the Agency had been using successfully for years, to curtail funding for human intel and pump ever increasing resources into unmanned aircraft.

Cain had never had much time for the man, and he was quite certain the feeling was mutual. And judging by the look on Wallace’s face as he approached, it wasn’t about to change today.

‘Have you seen this?’ he demanded, slapping down a copy of the Washington Post on Cain’s desk, open several pages from the front to expose a full-page article headlined: CIA in Crisis – Have They Already Lost Afghanistan?

Cain leaned over, briefly surveying it. He’d read the article already, but he didn’t want Wallace to know that. ‘I’d say it’s a valid question, Bob.’

Wallace shot him an angry glare. ‘This is no time for your smart-assed remarks, Marcus. Don’t you get it? We’re not just fighting a war in Afghanistan and Iraq; we’re fighting one right here in DC. And we’re losing all of them.’

Cain leaned back in his chair, scrutinizing the Director. He’d barely been in the job a year, yet his hair was noticeably greyer now, his forehead already etched with deep frown lines. There was a reason most Directors only stuck around for a few years, and it wasn’t just for political reasons – the constant stress and pressure simply burned men out.

Cain would be surprised if Wallace made it another year.

‘Then I guess it depends how you want to fight those wars,’ he said at length. ‘As a politician, or an intelligence operative. Because you can’t be both. Sooner or later you have to choose.’

The not-so-subtle barb wasn’t lost on the Director. ‘Watch your tone, Marcus. My predecessor might have had a hard-on for you because of what you did in Afghanistan twenty years ago, but this is now, and I’m not him,’ he warned. ‘The President’s looking for results. He wants an exit strategy, and we can’t give him one as long as al-Qaeda are still in the fight. All we’ve got to show him are some new stars on the wall downstairs.’

That remark was enough to make even Cain wince. The Wall of Remembrance in the building’s main lobby had a new star added each time a CIA employee was lost in the line of duty. There were a lot more of them now than there had been when Cain started his career.

‘What would you have us do?’

Wallace jerked a finger at the newspaper on his desk. ‘Get our dicks out of our hands and take charge of this situation. You’re still in this job because you’re supposed to be our expert on all things Afghanistan, so find me a solution. Or I’ll find someone who will.’

Cain’s eyes hardened then. He could feel the headache that had lingered with him all morning growing in intensity. Hidden from view, his hands curled into fists.

‘All right, Bob. I’ll see what I can do,’ he said, his voice flat, devoid of emotion.

Wallace’s weak jaw clenched as if he were biting back another scathing rebuke. Nonetheless, he turned to leave. ‘Keep the article. You might find it interesting,’ he called back over his shoulder.

‘This solution you’re looking for,’ Cain said just as he was opening the door. ‘You want me to find it as a politician, or an intelligence operative?’

The Director hesitated a moment, his grip on the door tightening. Without saying another word, he walked out, closing the door firmly behind him.

Cain sat there in silence for a few moments, pondering the exchange. Wallace was an asshole politician, more interested in embellishing his own reputation than making tangible intelligence gains, but he was still a powerful asshole. If it came to it, he could have Cain removed as Deputy Director.

A position he’d sacrificed so much to attain.

‘Goddamn it,’ he mumbled, pushing himself away from his expensive desk and striding across his office to the windows overlooking the parkland that surrounded the Agency’s headquarters.

It was a dark, sombre kind of day in Virginia, characteristic of this time of year. The sky overhead was a mass of slow-moving clouds, heavy with rain. Whatever possessed the founding fathers to build the nation’s capital in a fucking swamp, he’d never know.

Staring out towards the distant spire of the Washington Monument, he caught a momentary glimpse of his reflection in the polished glass. It was the reflection of a man he wouldn’t have recognized a few years ago. An old man before his time, his face worn and lined by years of care and worry, his hair greying, his shoulders stooped and his eyes showing the pain that came from watching everything he’d worked so hard to build slowly crumbling.

And to think he’d scoffed at Wallace for showing the stress of his job.

It was time to act, he knew now. Not as a politician or an intelligence operative, but as a man worthy of the enemy they now faced.

Turning away from the brooding sky, he crossed the office to his desk phone and dialled a number he’d been using more often than he would have liked lately. The line clicked and buzzed a few times as the phone’s encryption software worked to establish a secure satellite connection, then it started ringing.

It didn’t take long for the recipient to answer. ‘Station Chief.’

‘Quinn, it’s Marcus.’

Hayden Quinn was his station chief at the US embassy in Pakistan, overseeing all Agency operations in the country. A competent enough man that Cain had believed ideal for leading the hunt for al-Qaeda’s most senior leadership. But competence meant little without results, and after nearly a year in the position Cain was starting to doubt the wisdom of his choice.

‘Give me good news,’ Cain prompted, wasting no time on greetings.

There was a pause, which told him pretty much what he needed to know. ‘I’m afraid the Pakistanis aren’t playing ball, sir,’ Quinn said at last, his trepidation obvious. ‘They claim they’re already extending us their fullest cooperation. Usual BS, but they’re stonewalling us. We can’t get in.’

Cain could practically feel the muscles across his shoulders tightening, while his headache seemed to grow more insistent. ‘What about back-channelling?’

‘We’ve tried every channel that’s open to us, sir,’ Quinn apologized. ‘I’m afraid if we push much harder, they’ll turn against us.’

Cain had long suspected that elements of the Pakistani military and intelligence community were sympathetic to al-Qaeda’s cause. Unfortunately, one couldn’t simply accuse America’s only tenuous ally in the region of double-dealing. Not without starting another war.

Cain closed his eyes as the pain in his head threatened to overwhelm him, blood pounding like some great drum inside his skull.

‘Sir, are you okay?’ he heard Quinn’s tinny voice echo down the line. ‘Did you hear my last?’

It was at that moment that Cain made his decision. A decision there would be no coming back from. One way or another, he was going to break the stalemate.

‘Yeah, I hear you, Quinn. Don’t worry, I’m sending someone to help you out.’

‘Sir?’ There was outright fear in his voice now. The fear of a man watching his career dissolve before his eyes, as he was quietly moved aside and a replacement brought in.

‘Trust me, he’ll get the Pakistanis to play ball. But I want you to extend him your fullest cooperation. No matter what he needs, you make it happen. And you do it quietly. Do you understand?’

‘Yes, but—’

Without waiting for Quinn’s stunned response, he killed the line, reached for his private cell phone and dialled another number from memory. A number known only to a select few.

If Quinn couldn’t get results, Cain knew of one man who could. The kind of man who wasn’t bound by the same rules as Quinn and his contemporaries. The kind who was ready to do what others weren’t, without question.

‘Yeah?’ came a low-pitched, gravelly voice after the third ring.

‘Hawkins,’ Cain began. ‘Get yourself ready to travel. I’m sending you on a little errand to Pakistan.’




Chapter 4

Marseille, France

As far as food and drink went, there were worse places to spend an evening than Bar Mele. An outdoor café specializing in seafood and local delicacies, it was situated right on the waterfront of the ancient trading port that had long been the heart of Marseille.

The port itself was still as busy as it had been a few hundred years ago, but these days the wide harbour was home to luxury yachts, speedboats and other pleasure craft instead of the traditional fishing fleet and cargo ships.

Many of these yachts were now strung with decorations and lights, music from a dozen different cultures drifting across the water. Smaller craft moved constantly between the big ships, carrying passengers and cases of booze to keep the festivities going.

Further out near the northern end of the harbour mouth, huge and indomitable, lay the ancient fortress of Fort Saint-Jean. It was joined on the southern side by Fort Saint-Nicolas, their towering walls and gun ports lit by floodlights in a dazzling display of colour. Two hundred years ago they had protected the vital trading port from the Royal Navy. Today they were just tourist traps.

Sitting at a table with only a bottle of Corona for company, Drake stared out across the harbour, watching as light from the moored yachts and crowded buildings glittered across the waves. The air had cooled with the onset of evening, and lamps had been lit along the perimeter of the seating area, providing both heat and light for the small groups of patrons that were slowly filling the place up.

He had chosen this particular bar for a couple of reasons. For a start, it was situated on one of the old piers, so there was only one way to approach it on foot. His seat faced towards the main concourse, allowing him a good view of anyone coming his way.

Another less dramatic but more practical reason for meeting here was simply because he was hungry, and he saw no reason he couldn’t kill two birds with one stone.

If he’d been on an actual op, he never would have arrived here first. It was always best to hang back and let your contact get there first, allowing you to observe their body language, looking for the subtle indications that something might be wrong. But he knew J. Doe was likewise trained and far more paranoid than himself, and he was in no mood to waste half the night in a pointless stand-off.

He took another sip of his beer and allowed the noises of the busy city at night to wash over him, mingling with the gentle lapping of the waves and the distant music from the party boats. Up until today, the storm that had beset his life for the past couple of years had seemed far away indeed, hidden beyond the horizon and almost forgotten.

Almost.

As it turned out, he didn’t have long to wait. A couple of minutes past eight, he spotted his contact coming towards the bar, moving with the unhurried pace of a trained field agent pretending to be out for an evening stroll. Drake felt himself tense involuntarily.

Anya had always elicited that reaction in him.

Tall, tanned, athletically built and with finely sculpted but indescribably exotic features, Anya cut a strikingly attractive figure that neither men nor women could fail to notice, somehow embodying everything vital about her gender all at once. Now in her mid-forties, she nonetheless possessed the toned physique and youthful energy of a woman half her age, though the subtle grace and quiet confidence of her movements spoke of the experience that only age could impart.

But what set her apart in Drake’s eyes went far deeper than mere physical appearance. He had always thought that anyone who doubted whether women had the killer instinct, the resourcefulness or the sheer ruthless determination needed to make it in the world of covert operations, need only spend an hour in Anya’s company.

Actually, ten minutes would probably do the trick.

Once a decorated field operative with the Agency, he’d first encountered her nearly three years ago when he’d been tasked with breaking her out of a maximum security Russian prison. That had been the easy part, as it turned out. At the time, he never could have imagined the web of conspiracies, betrayals, murders and cover-ups his actions would unleash.

He’d never known much about Anya’s private life, or her time before joining the Agency, which seemed to suit her. But gradually, through his own experiences and her reluctant admissions, he’d begun to fill in the blanks on a life that was as shocking and tragic as it was remarkable and mysterious.

Part of him wondered if he truly wanted to know the full story.

Her sharp, icy-blue eyes were on him already. Giving him the kind of look that he suspected lions gave antelopes just before they pounced, she angled towards his table and slipped into the seat opposite without saying anything. Once there, she stared at him for a long moment, as if comparing him with the mental picture she had stored in her memory.

He couldn’t help but do the same.

It had been nearly a year since their last meeting, and it didn’t seem like a great deal had changed about her since then. Her light blonde hair, once cut short for practicality rather than style, was longer now, and styled differently. Perhaps in an effort to blend in better amongst civilians, she had opted for a pair of white trousers, grey tank top and a fitted dark blue jacket.

It was warm enough to not need one, but Drake knew she wouldn’t take it off. Doing so would expose the network of scars that criss-crossed her back; mementos of an ordeal many years earlier she would no doubt rather forget. She never made an issue of them, but he sensed they made her feel self-conscious all the same.

Apparently satisfied with what she saw, Anya nodded in greeting. ‘It’s good to see you again, Ryan. You look… rested.’

By her standards, that was the equivalent of a tearful, joyous embrace.

Drake flicked his eyes towards a group of young men and women walking past on their way to one of the party boats. All tall, slim, tanned, well dressed and well groomed, they looked like they had strolled right off the set of a French tourism commercial.

‘Just keeping up with the Kardashians.’

Uninterested in his attempt at humour, Anya glanced around, taking in the lines of moored yachts, the medieval fortresses, the bustling bars and cafés. She looked like an astronaut surveying the surface of some alien world.

‘I did not picture Marseille as your kind of place,’ she said at length.

He managed to stifle a grim laugh. Where the hell had she expected him to wash up? New York? London? Washington? It wasn’t as if the world was one of boundless opportunities for a disgraced former CIA operative wanted for treason.

‘Any port in a storm, matey. Besides, I think it’s growing on me.’

‘So I see. Tell me, what have you been doing these past six months?’

‘Keeping busy,’ he retorted, raising his beer to take another drink before laying it down a little harder than he’d intended. ‘Listen, all this how-you-doing stuff is great, but let’s be honest, small talk’s not exactly your style. So can we skip to the part where you tell me why you’re actually here?’

She tilted her head, eyeing him thoughtfully. ‘Why do you think I’m here?’

‘Well, I’m hoping you came to thank me for rescuing that woman Mitchell from federal custody for you. As far as favours go, that one was stretching it a little. Did I ever mention that my team and I almost lost our lives pulling that one off?’

He hadn’t known it at the time, but the woman Anya had asked him to recover from a hospital in Istanbul had been a fellow CIA operative. Badly injured and in intensive care following a gunshot wound to the abdomen, she must have done something to piss off the wrong people, because getting her out of the country alive had proven challenging even for Drake and his team. A fact he’d made sure to impress upon Anya once it was over.

‘Repeatedly,’ she assured him. ‘And for that, you have my gratitude.’

It was hardly gushing praise, but at least it was honest.

‘But we both know that’s not why you’re here,’ he continued. ‘So thrill me.’

Glancing down at the hand that was clutching his beer, she noticed the bloodied grazes along his knuckles. ‘If I’m not mistaken, those are the kind of injuries a man picks up from fighting. Run into trouble?’

‘Depends what you define as trouble,’ he evaded. ‘Why do you ask?’

Anya leaned back a little in her chair, those pale blue eyes shimmering in the light of the fire lamps as she watched him. ‘Because I was the one who sent him after you.’

Drake didn’t react immediately, because he thought it best not to voice his most immediate thoughts in such a public place. Instead he raised the bottle to his lips and took a slow, thoughtful pull, marshalling his thoughts and his composure before taking on this particular conversation.

‘If there’s some kind of explanation waiting in the wings, now would be a good time to bring it centre stage, Anya,’ he said, his voice now carrying a dangerous undercurrent of hostility. ‘And for both our sakes, it had better be good.’

Another person might have been intimidated by his hostile tone, by the thinly veiled anger boiling away beneath the surface, just waiting for an excuse to explode. Another person, but not Anya.

‘It was a test.’

His brows drew together in a frown. ‘A test of what, exactly?’

‘You, Ryan. I was testing you.’

Drake could feel the muscles in his jaw tightening. It was well for Anya that she had been born a woman, otherwise his knuckles would have a few more grazes after tonight.

‘The man tried to kill me,’ he said icily. ‘Suppose he’d succeeded. What then?’

‘Then I would have known there was nothing left of you worth saving,’ she decided. ‘The Ryan Drake I once knew would never have been in danger from a simple street thug… assuming he is still in there somewhere.’

‘What the fuck is that supposed to mean?’

Once more Anya’s cool gaze took in their surroundings. The bars, restaurants, party boats, the young couples out for an evening stroll and the groups of friends on their way to dinner. Normal scenes in a normal enough city.

‘This is a… comfortable place for a man to lay low, yes?’ she went on. ‘Good weather, good food, good wine. The sort of place a man like you could disappear for a long time, if he chose. Maybe for ever.’

‘I’m still waiting for that point.’

Anya laid her arms on the table and leaned forward, her gaze one of accusation. ‘You’re becoming soft, Ryan. Soft and complacent. Too much sun, too much drink… too much rest. You are losing your focus, forgetting the mission. Before you know it, this false life will swallow you up, and you’ll forget who you really are.’

Drake could feel the anger and indignation rising within him as her words sank in. How dare she accuse him of growing soft? How dare she put his life at risk just to prove a point? What fucking right did she have to invade his life and start telling him how to live it?

Her accusations were doubly hard to accept because deep down, he sensed that she was right.

‘And who exactly do you think I am?’ he challenged her, far too incensed to acknowledge the truth now. ‘What do you really know about me? My birthday, my past, my favourite ice cream flavour? Nothing. I’m just a guy who risked his life to save yours. And shit like this makes me wonder if I did the right thing.’

He could have sworn he saw a blush rising to her cheeks. ‘I did not ask you to do that.’

‘Would you rather I’d left your arse to freeze in that Russian jail?’ he asked with brutal honesty. ‘Because your life wasn’t exactly party central before I got there.’

Anya said nothing. She had no answer for him. At least, not one that she was prepared to give. It gave him a small measure of satisfaction to know he’d backed her into a corner for once.

‘Didn’t think so,’ he said, feeling that he’d made his point. ‘But here’s the thing, Anya. With all the fighting and the running and the killing, what have we actually accomplished? Cain’s still out there, he’s stronger than ever, and the list of people who want us dead is getting longer all the time. It’s hard to keep playing the game when you do nothing but lose.’

‘So what do you intend to do, Ryan? Run and hide? Hope that it all goes away?’ She sighed and glanced away, reflecting on an old memory. ‘We both know it doesn’t work like that. It doesn’t matter how far you run, or how well you hide. Sooner or later, our world always catches up.’

‘Stop it,’ he interrupted. ‘Don’t start comparing us, because we’re not the same. Maybe I have learned to like it here. Maybe I’ve gotten more used to it than you’d prefer. Maybe I’ve had a taste of a normal life; a life without bullets flying over my head and fucking lunatics trying to kill me, and maybe I like it. And you know what? You’re afraid of that.’

At this, he saw a blonde brow raised in silent question. No doubt it had been quite some time since anyone accused her of that. ‘Afraid?’

‘Yeah, afraid. Not of the mission or the danger or the bullets… You’re afraid of what comes after. If we somehow take down Cain and put an end to this bollocks for good, then you’ll have nothing left to fight for. You’re afraid of what you’ll do when all the dust settles, and what’s left isn’t fighting and killing, but living. All those long years stretching out in front of you, trying to fit in, trying to be something you’re not. Trying to be… normal. You want to talk about losing focus and perspective? Maybe you should take a look in the mirror.’ He gestured around him, taking in their surroundings. ‘So you can sit there and judge me all you want, but I need this. I need it because I don’t want to end up more afraid of living than dying. I don’t want to end up like you.’

He knew his words had been brutally harsh, knew it was unfair in some ways to lay into her like this. Part of him even regretted saying it, but it had come out all the same. It had come out because it had to, because three years of fighting and killing and watching good people sacrifice their lives in this increasingly desperate struggle had taken its toll on him. More than that, it had taken a toll on the people he cared most about in this world.

Sometimes he wondered if Anya even gave a shit about any of that.

But if he’d been in doubt, then her reaction to his stinging rebuke sank in told him otherwise. She was hardly an emotional person at the best of times, but he saw it all the same. He saw the hurt, the shock and the embarrassment flare.

Like his own reaction earlier, the words had cut all the deeper because on some level, she knew that he was right too.

‘I took you for a lot of things, Ryan,’ she said at last. ‘But never a coward.’

‘Then I’m happy to disappoint you.’ Taking a breath, Drake downed the remainder of his beer and stood up from the table, laying down enough euros to cover the bill. ‘Sorry you had a wasted trip.’

‘Wait,’ she said, gripping his arm. She too had risen to her feet, eager to make her point before he left, though for a moment she struggled to find the right words. ‘Maybe… maybe you were right about me,’ she finally acknowledged. ‘But that doesn’t mean I was wrong about you. Think about what I said, Ryan.’

‘Likewise,’ Drake advised, pulling free of her grasp.

Saying nothing further, he turned and strode off along the waterfront. He needed to think, he needed to work out the conflicting emotions her reappearance had stirred in him.

Most of all, he needed to be alone.




Chapter 5

Gripping the edge of the chipped porcelain sink, Samantha braced herself as her stomach constricted into another painful knot, forcing up a surge of acrid tasting vomit. She felt like she’d already emptied the contents of her stomach, but apparently that wasn’t good enough. All she could do was keep her breathing under control and let her body do what it had to.

Finally the most intense feeling of nausea began to abate. Turning on the faucet, she rinsed her mouth out and spat the last of the foul-tasting mucus into the bowl.

Raising her head to regard herself in the mirror, she wasn’t pleased by what she saw. Her face was drawn and pale, her eyes red, her dark hair hanging limp. Fortunately she’d at least managed to keep it out of the way.

She was trembling. Not because of the sudden nausea and vomiting, but because of what it meant.

At first it had been easy enough to brush aside the less obvious symptoms, writing off the uncharacteristic fatigue and the stomach cramps as something women went through every month, or perhaps some minor ailment she’d contracted. But then she’d begun to notice her breasts growing swollen and tender to the touch, and realized suddenly that her period was late. Just a few days at first, then a week, then two.

She’d said and done nothing during this time, hoping she was wrong, hoping that her fears would be revealed as nothing more than foolish worry over nothing.

And then she’d felt the nausea hit her this very evening.

There could be little doubt now. She was no doctor, but even she could read the signs and symptoms, and draw a logical conclusion.

‘Goddamn you,’ she said, staring at her reflection as if she expected it to give her answers, to reassure her that everything would be all right, to tell her what the hell she was supposed to do with an unplanned pregnancy.

It was obvious enough how it had happened, yet of all the things that could have shattered their fragile existence here, she’d never contemplated something like this. Why now? She and Drake had slept together often, but they had always taken precautions. Neither had any interest in starting a family yet, least of all with their own lives still hanging in the balance. But it had happened all the same. Like millions of teenage girls the world over who thought they’d been careful, she’d somehow fallen victim to her own biology.

After everything else they’d been through, what a cruel joke.

Of course, she knew the sensible thing would be to deal with it quickly and discreetly, before it went any further. This was no happy families situation – they were a pair of rogue CIA operatives on the run from the authorities. They’d been able to keep a low profile thus far, but how the hell were they supposed to do that with a child in tow?

Pregnancies needed doctors, scans, tests, all kinds of red tape that would eventually unravel their false identities here. Not to mention the birth itself, or the sheer insanity of bringing a child into the world in which they still lived. No, it had to be taken care of now, before it became an even greater problem.

It wasn’t just the right choice. It was the only choice.

But even as this very logical and pragmatic decision was being made, a voice of doubt and objection resounded in her mind. Where it came from, she couldn’t rightly say. She’d never considered herself a maternal woman, had never felt a pang of longing or emptiness when she saw mothers or infants, and yet something had been stirred up by the realization that a life was growing within her at this very moment. A tiny, unaware, unplanned life to be sure, but a life all the same. A life started not just by her, but by the man she’d been living with for the past year.

Did he not have a right to know? Should she really just arbitrarily make such a decision without even consulting him? Would he even want to know, or would it simply drive a wedge between them?

And most of all, what would it mean for her true purpose here? How could she carry out her mission, knowing that Drake was the father of her child?

Splashing cold water on her face, she looked at her reflection again and mouthed a single word. ‘Shit.’

Her conflicted musings were cut short then by the bang of the front door being thrown open, and the sound of footsteps in the hallway, fast and agitated. Drake had returned from his errand, and by the sounds of things, all was not well.



Breathing hard, Drake circled the heavy punch bag and laid into it with a flurry of lefts and rights. His T-shirt was soaked with sweat and his dark hair was plastered to his head. The impacts jarred his arms all the way up to his shoulders, the bruised joints of his already injured hand protesting the punishment they were taking, but still he kept on with grim determination.

After emptying out the decades of junk that the villa’s previous owner had accumulated in the basement, he had taken the liberty of setting up some basic exercise equipment, chief among which was the heavy punch bag suspended from one of the more sturdy overhead beams.

It wasn’t much, but it was a useful place to come when he needed time to think, to unwind, or just to let out some frustration. Tonight he needed all three, because Anya’s stinging words from earlier echoed in his mind like the pealing of a bell.

You’re becoming soft, Ryan. Soft and complacent. Too much sun, too much drink… too much rest. You are losing your focus, forgetting the mission. Before you know it, this false life will swallow you up, and you’ll forget who you really are.

He gritted his teeth as his gloved fists slammed into the padded leather bag again and again. The heavy bag lurched and swayed with the impacts, but he paid it no heed. His mind was elsewhere, his thoughts turned to their parting words in Iraq three years ago.

‘I promised Hussam I’d protect you, Anya. Whether or not you think you need it, I’ll be there for you, and I won’t give up on you.’

He saw a change in her eyes then, a lowering of her defences. She looked as she had last night, when they had at last opened up to each other, bared their souls in the flickering light of the camp fire.

Hesitating a moment, she walked towards him and held out her hand, saying nothing, waiting for him to take it. He did so without reservation, without regrets or deception. He accepted her as she had accepted him.

Gripping his hand tight, Anya smiled. But it was a bittersweet smile, tinged with sadness and regret.

‘You know your problem, Ryan? You’re a good man.’

His heart was pounding and his breath coming in gasps as he circled the bag, muscles burning and legs heavy. His knuckles ached from the punishment, blood seeping from the torn flesh to soak the tape and bandages around his hands, but he was indifferent to it.

Still the anger burned inside him, unquenched by his punishing workout, as he saw himself sitting on a grassy hillside back in the Welsh countryside last year. The day he’d parted company with the Agency and gone on the run. The day he’d been forced to say goodbye to the only family he had left.

He reached out and gently touched Anya’s hand. For once, she didn’t move it away.

‘Remember what I said to you once? I made a promise that I’d be there for you even if you didn’t think you needed me, that I’d do everything I could to help you, and that I’d never give up on you. Because this is my fight now as much as yours. That hasn’t changed. We started this thing together, Anya,’ he said. ‘You and me. That’s how we’re going to finish it. Together.’

The woman said nothing to this, but at that moment he felt it. He felt her squeeze his hand just a little.

With an exhausted sigh, Drake landed one final blow before backing away and doubling over, struggling to draw breath.

‘I think you’ve done enough for one day,’ a voice remarked.

Swallowing, Drake straightened up and glanced over at Samantha, who had descended the basement stairs without him noticing. How long she’d been watching him, he didn’t know, but it was obvious from the look of concern in her eyes that she’d seen enough.

‘I was…’ He trailed off, not sure what to say.

Fortunately, she was ready to jump in. ‘Only one person I know of that can piss you off this much.’ She nodded up the stairs. ‘Come on. Let’s talk.’



Drake winced as he wrapped a dish cloth filled with ice around his throbbing left hand, waiting while the cold slowly numbed the aching joints. He certainly hadn’t done the old injury any favours tonight.

In the kitchen area nearby, McKnight had laid out a drinking glass.
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