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      Hailey Banks couldn’t breathe.

      She sat up in bed, her mouth open. Eyes wide and fearful. Gasping. Clutching her chest for fear her heart would explode.

      Slowly, she looked around the dark bedroom and her lungs began to fill with oxygen. The familiar surroundings anchored her to reality. Everything was alright. She was at home, in bed, in Bromwood Road, London. She heard a car passing by in the street below, two cats battling it out in the alleyway behind her house, and the rattle of a wheelie bin on the paving stones. The rubbish would be collected tomorrow.

      Everything was fine. She was alone, safe and secure in her little house.

      Her breathing settled. Sweat rolled off her cheek onto her pyjama top. Hailey put her feet on the floor and felt the thick carpet between her toes. She licked her dry lips, running her hand through her long, damp hair. A glass sat empty on the bedside table. The digital display on her alarm clock read one thirty a.m.

      The thought of a cool glass of water seemed too good to resist.

      She felt the chill of the room bite into the sweat on her back. Slippers. Dressing gown. Glass in hand.

      A yawn took her from the bedroom to the landing. She knew that when she returned to bed, sleep would not come easily. Maybe she should finish that article for the Guardian, or read a book instead of tossing and turning all night.

      She could never sleep after that dream. It always seemed so vivid, so real. She even thought she could smell the burning grass.

      Silhouettes of women and children fleeing across a dark field, framed by a blazing, vermilion sky. When she thought of it, only snatches of those images remained, but the smell would somehow stay in her sense memory for longer.

      She didn’t need to turn on any of the lights in the house to find her way. Head down, eyes half closed, her feet brought her to the stairs and then the ground floor. She turned at the bottom of the stairs, past the open door to the living room. Ahead were another two doors. On the right – the conservatory. On the left – the kitchen.

      Hailey opened the kitchen door to the familiar creak of the hinges. Her hand felt for the light switch. She flicked it on. Raised her head.

      The glass fell from her fingers and smashed on the tiled floor.

      In the corner of the kitchen, on the other side of the dining table, a tall, well-built man in a black jacket leaned against the wall.

      He opened his eyes, blinked, and stared at Hailey. She covered her mouth, but couldn’t scream. Frozen in panic. Shock hit her system like a bolt of electricity – shutting down her body.

      The man had clear, almost luminous blue eyes.

      “Oh, Hailey, I wish you hadn’t done that,” he said, raising his arms.

      The man held a silenced pistol. Aimed straight at Hailey’s face.

      As the first scream escaped her lips, the man pulled the trigger.
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      There was no time for John Milton to react. The house had seemed structurally sound and in good order. The floorboards were solid, the stone walls thick. He hadn’t heard Hailey coming down the stairs or making her way along the hall. Only when he heard the kitchen door creaking on its hinges did he realise she was awake, and downstairs.

      At that stage it was too late. She’d found the switch beside the cupboard and the room instantly flooded with light.

      He pressed his back to the wall, blinking rapidly. His eyes had become accustomed to the heavy darkness of the old house. Now he needed to readjust – fast. Hailey had put him in real danger. He wished she’d stayed in bed. She didn’t need to see this. Milton saw the look on her face and knew he had to say something. Right then, he couldn’t think of anything appropriate.

      “Oh, Hailey, I wish you hadn’t done that,” he said, then levelled the gun at her head and pulled the trigger.

      Maybe his eyes hadn’t fully adjusted, but as the round passed by Hailey’s head, Milton could’ve sworn he saw a strand of her hair billowing in the wake of the bullet trace. It passed within an inch of Hailey’s left ear, travelling at supersonic speed. The round tore into the skull of the man in the hallway behind Hailey. He’d been in full flight, running toward her with a blade in his hand, having come through the front door silently. The single round had robbed the man of his intentions, spreading them behind him on the hallway floor along with the back of his head, but the gunshot didn’t manage to rob the man of his momentum. The dead man’s body slammed into Hailey from behind, knocking her onto the kitchen floor.

      Milton took one step forward, pivoted and brought the gun toward the archway on his left that led to the conservatory.

      Too late.

      The second man was already on top of him. He wore a black ski mask and dark clothes. Milton felt a strong hand grab the barrel of his Glock 19 and twist it. In the same moment, more on instinct than anything else, Milton saw a flash and darted his head to the right a microsecond before the knife buried itself in the kitchen cupboard beside his left ear.

      He could smell the sweat on this man, feel the heat of his breath. The man tried to tear the knife out of the cupboard, then abandoned it and wrapped both hands around Milton’s gun. Milton’s grip began to weaken. Pain shot up both arms as he felt his wrists hyperextend. The attacker was going to wrench Milton’s gun from him at any second. Then it would be all over.

      The gun was between the two men, pointed at the wall on Milton’s left and angling closer to his stomach with every second. The attacker had all the leverage. It was only a matter of time.

      Milton’s training kicked in.

      The military had trained Milton how to shoot, how to survive and how to fight. The SAS had taught him not to fight, but to think and plan. And his current posting, well, they’d only taught him one thing. Group 15 taught him to kill.

      Milton needed to take the gun out of the equation.

      He hit the magazine release on the side of the weapon, let it fall and then pulled the trigger. The attacker gripped the slide with both hands, but it wasn’t enough to stop the explosion from the primer racking the slide back and ejecting the spent cartridge. The Glock spat a round out of the muzzle that travelled at one thousand two hundred and fifteen feet per second. A bullet ripped into the wall and the man pulled his hands away, the skin on his palms torn from holding the muzzle as the weapon discharged.

      Milton flung the cupboard door into the man’s face and then delivered a fierce uppercut. He placed his hand on the back of the man’s head and drove his teeth into the edge of the oak dining table.

      The fight was over, but Milton wasn’t finished. He worked the attacker’s knife free of the cupboard door and knelt on top of him. Most of his front teeth were on the floor, and he was breathing hard, coughing and choking on his blood. Milton bobbed up and down on the man’s large barrel-like chest as he fought for air.

      By contrast, Milton wasn’t even out of breath. He hadn’t broken a sweat. And his heart rate never got above eighty-five. Not even when he drove the knife under the man’s chin – all the way to the hilt.

      The attacker’s last breath left him. His chest became still.

      Milton stood, walked around the dining table and saw Hailey passed out on the white tiled floor with the first attacker’s corpse on top of her. He nudged the dead man off Hailey’s back, cradled her limp body in his arms and carried her to the sofa in the conservatory. Her airway was clear, and Milton rolled her onto her side in the recovery position. Carefully, he brushed her long brown hair away from her oval face. The light from the kitchen fell upon her. Her skin looked like milk and honey, thought Milton. Her lips bore a trace of blood, probably from the fall. Long, dark eyelashes swept down like the frills at the bottom of a stage curtain. Milton thought it his business to know whom he was protecting. She’d been a war correspondent for half a dozen newspapers. In his time in the service, Milton had met a few journalists who chased after bloody conflicts. Most were adrenaline junkies. Not Hailey. He’d read her work. She’d put herself in real danger, a number of times, just so she could tell the story of the ordinary people torn apart by war. You could only tell so many of those stories before it became too much. Hailey had put that aspect of her life behind her and was trying to write about more sedate matters. He didn’t blame her. She had earned a quiet life. And now someone was hell-bent on taking that life.

      He stood and gazed down upon her. There was a bump on her forehead, but nothing to worry about. She would live.

      But for how long?

      He returned his attention to the men in the kitchen. They’d been watching Hailey for only two days, and he’d guessed that they would come for her tonight. Milton had got into the house an hour before they did, and found the perfect position in the dark kitchen. He could see the front hall in case one attacker managed to pick the lock on the front door. If he turned, he could see the conservatory door that he’d come through. The men wouldn’t get through the back door in the kitchen because of the deadbolt. All points of entry covered from a single position.

      Milton had planned to take out both men without Hailey even realizing she was in danger.

      He wished she’d stayed in bed and not turned on that light, giving away his position.

      Milton checked the Glock, unscrewed the suppressor and slipped the gun into the shoulder rig that he wore inside his jacket. Two shots fired. He found the spent brass on the floor and put the cartridges in his pocket along with the suppressor. The attackers had both wielded short, double-edged knives. They wanted Hailey’s murder to look like a burglary gone wrong, or perhaps a darker crime.

      Neither of the attackers had a gun. Too much noise for such a highly populated urban area. It would attract a lot of attention. Plus, they were expecting only a sleeping, single female.

      They hadn’t expected Milton.

      Even with the suppressor, the shots Milton had fired made a lot of noise. Hailey had screamed, and the struggle in the kitchen with the second man had not been a silent one. He moved to the living room and gently pulled aside the curtain. No one in the street outside. This was 159 Bromwood Road. A terraced house in South London. The house next to it was unoccupied, and thankfully the other side, at 157, was a business, long closed up for the day.

      He was about to let the curtain close when he noticed a light on in the house across the road. A single image filled that window: the figure of a man staring at Hailey’s house with a phone pressed to his ear.

      Milton guessed he had nine, maybe ten minutes before the police arrived.

      He couldn’t allow the police to know of his presence. If he was caught, he would be disavowed by the British Government. Group 15 didn’t exist, officially. No government pass, no free kills. It would be a double murder charge.

      The more pressing concern was Hailey. If the police detained Milton, Hailey would not survive the night.

      She was on the Scorpion’s list.

      And that meant she was as good as dead, already.
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      Milton had two choices.

      None of them good.

      He could leave Hailey for the police. That would mean she would live. At least for a while. Scorpion couldn’t get to her in a police station. Short-term solution, but it laid the foundation for long-term problems. It meant surrendering her protection to local police, who were ill equipped to protect her from Scorpion.

      Option two. Take Hailey to a Group 15 safe house and wait for Scorpion to pick up her trail. He would try to trace her. And Milton would be waiting at the likely points of enquiry.

      Milton typed a number into his mobile phone from memory, put on his Bluetooth earpiece and listened to the multiple dial tones as his call was rerouted through a dozen satellites until it found a friendly home – an encrypted satellite cell relay.

      Control picked up the call.

      “Confirm call secure. Status?” said Control. No greeting, no formality. The head of Group 15 spoke with a dead, cold tone.

      “Contact,” said Milton.

      “Is it the target?”

      “No, contractors. Two of them. They’ve been neutralized,” said Milton.

      The sigh that escaped Control’s lips came through loud and clear to Milton. The head of his service didn’t hide disappointment.

      “Is Banks aware?” asked Control.

      Milton stalled. He had to frame his next answer carefully – Hailey’s life depended on it.

      “She’s had a visual only,” said Milton.

      “You or the contractors?” said Control, with what little patience he had left.

      “Me. Fleeting only. Not enough for an ID. We’re still on mission, but I have to move Banks,” said Milton.

      “You will do no such thing,” said Control.

      “I think I have a concerned neighbour. The police are on their way,” said Milton.

      “You’re still on site?”

      “I’m in the kitchen,” said Milton, kneeling down beside the corpse. He searched the man’s pockets. No wallet, no identification. Fifty pounds in notes, half a packet of Java cigarettes and a lighter. Milton left the money, but put the cigarettes and the lighter in his pocket. Russian cigarettes were an acquired taste. Milton preferred Arktika, but he would take what he could get. He unzipped the dead man’s coat and hauled up his shirt. A tattoo of the Madonna and child spread from his belly over his chest, framed by a single star on each clavicle.

      “Get out, now,” said Control.

      “I should take her with me. If I leave her with the police, the target will pull back. He won’t make a move with that kind of attention around her. He’ll come back for her a month from now, we’ll miss him, and she’ll be dead.”

      “That’s a chance she’ll have to take,” said Control.

      Milton approached the dead man in the hall. He had forty pounds in notes and some loose change. Other than that, no ID, no wallet, no cards. Nothing except the money and a key to a Renault. He could tell by the logo on the key fob. This man had a crucifix tattooed on his chest. No stars on his shoulders.

      “The contractors were Russian,” said Milton.

      “You have names?” asked Control.

      “I can’t find IDs, but I can tell by the cigarettes and the tattoos. Russian mafia. One of them has stars on his shoulders – a captain. The other probably of a much lower rank.”

      “Well, they are no danger to her now. Get out of there,” said Control.

      Milton sighed and said, “This is a mistake. I can put her somewhere safe and then watch the house and her office. He’s bound to scout those locations to pick up her trail. When he does, I’ll be waiting.”

      Control’s tone changed. His anger flared. “Number Six, in case you didn’t understand, let me make it perfectly clear. You are to leave that house, alone, right now. That’s an order. Protection for Banks is your secondary mission. Primary is to kill Scorpion as he makes the attempt. Get your mission priorities straight and call me in the morning with an update.”

      He’d pushed it as far as he could.

      “Yes, sir,” said Milton. “As he’s using contractors for Banks, the others should be on their guard. He’s in the wind and could hit a target at any time.”

      “It’s all in hand,” said Control.

      Milton took one last look at Hailey. She began to stir on the couch. The last thing she saw before blacking out was Milton pointing a gun at her head. In the next few days he might need to get close to her, for protection. Looking around, Milton found a pad of sticky notes on the fridge with a pen dangling by a piece of string below it. He scrawled a note, returned to the conservatory and left by the door.

      He traversed the small garden, lit now by the light in the kitchen, vaulted the back wall and landed in the alleyway. Holding his breath, Milton stood still and listened. He could hear traffic in the distance, but nothing other than that. Five minutes later Milton was on the other side of the street, across the road from Hailey’s house. A liveried police car pulled up on his side of the street. Two policemen got out of the car and spoke to the neighbour who’d called them. Some two hundred meters away, Milton could just about make out the neighbour standing in his front garden, talking to the policemen and pointing at Hailey’s house. The policemen crossed the road and stopped at her front door. One of them pushed it open.

      The Russian who’d crept up behind Hailey must have crowbarred the front door. Milton stopped at a hundred meters from the house. The neighbour had gone back inside. The policemen lit their Maglite torches and slowly entered the house.

      Hailey would have quite the story to tell. She’d seen a man in her kitchen. Now he was gone – replaced by a pair of corpses. Shock would hit her first. Then panic. Then fear. He thought about the note he’d left on the fridge.

      These men came to kill you. You are under my protection. It will be over soon.

      A friend.

      Control’s plan had its advantages, but it had the downside of drawing out the job. Scorpion would wait. For days. Weeks. Months if need be. There would come a time when Hailey would be exposed. Then it would all be over. Scorpion never missed a target.

      There were three names on the list that MI5 had intercepted. Control had an agent from Group 15 monitoring each name on the list. He had not shared with Milton the identity of the other targets. Even so, it looked like the Russian foreign intelligence service, the SVR, were targeting civilians for reasons that were presently unknown. Whilst there were any number of theories for the SVR killing on British soil, neither MI5 nor Group 15 had any idea why they wanted Hailey dead. It hardly mattered. She was on the list and needed Milton’s protection.

      Milton hefted the keys to the Renault that he’d taken from one of the Russians. They would’ve parked in an adjacent street. Not too far away. Milton could do nothing now to protect Hailey. He couldn’t get near her.

      There was another way to protect her. It wasn’t strictly off-mission. Not technically within his mission parameters, either. He was to wait until there was an assassination attempt and neutralize Scorpion.

      What if I didn’t wait? thought Milton. He quickly decided this was a better course of action. Certainly within the spirit of the mission, if nothing else.

      Find the Scorpion before he finds Hailey.

      And kill him.
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      The Scorpion waited. 

      He was used to being patient. At first, this proved a difficult skill to master. He had learned many skills over the years. Those in the SVR liked their operatives to have a range of abilities: counter-intelligence, surveillance, propaganda, sabotage, infiltration. And of course the more hands-on type of training came along with it. Firearms, hand-to-hand combat, and silent kills. 

      By the time the Scorpion left the SVR, his particular training and experience was of significant value to those in the private sector. Of course, no one simply resigns from the SVR. The usual method of departure was a 9mm-calibre round in the back of the head. Scorpion was attuned to the harshness of his profession and went rogue some years ago. 

      Such was his mastery of the finer arts of the SVR that they eventually came to an agreement. Besides, everyone the SVR sent after him ended up dead. A deal looked less expensive. Scorpion would work for them on occasion. Freelance, if you like. One or two jobs a year. No more. In exchange, they let him live on the condition that his private contract work did not directly or indirectly contravene the aims or operations of the SVR. 

      He’d been on this job for three weeks. The second job for the SVR that year. And he was fed up waiting. 

      Scorpion pulled his coat around him, breathing into his gloved hands so his breath would not fog the air. He didn’t want to give away his position. Even with the heavy blanket, his knees still bit into the hard, bitumen roof flooring. He leaned forward, put his eye to the telescopic sight, and for the fifth time that night, he swept the windows of the building diagonally across from him. 

      Nothing. 

      He checked his watch. One in the morning.

      The Saudi prince would be dead in two, maybe three minutes. 

      He rolled over onto his back, easing the pressure on his knees. Scorpion looked to his left. He’d packed his climbing kit away hours ago. The only thing he would be leaving behind was the bucket, clothes and window wipers.

      This kill had taken the longest to set up.

      Seven days in total.

      [image: ]
* * *

      A week ago, Scorpion had watched the Saudi prince leave the hotel with his royal guard. No possible point of attack while the prince was in transit. Any such attack would be suicidal. The Saudi prince was well protected. He had a ten-man royal guard with him at all times. His Mercedes had been heavily modified with a three-inch-thick blast plate in the floor and bulletproof windows.

      Once the prince was gone, Scorpion had gained access to the roof of the building opposite the prince’s hotel – an office block with low security. He’d posed as a courier and had been allowed to hand deliver a parcel to the firm of accountants on the top floor. The door to the roof was alarmed, but someone had bypassed the alarm panel before him. When Scorpion had opened the control box on the wall, he had noticed the alarm wire had been pulled from its housing. Or perhaps it had been a poor wiring job in the first place.

      He had stood on the roof with a pair of binoculars, gazing directly into the prince’s bedroom. It would be an easy shot from that position. His thoughts had then turned to the alarm wire. Someone was here already, he’d thought. It was at that moment, Scorpion realised his list of targets had been compromised. He would need to be careful. There were several taller buildings around him. Easy vantage points for a British Intelligence sniper to pick him off if he chose this rooftop as a shooting position. He had decided to change his plan.

      One week to the day following his first scouting mission, around noon, while the prince was out, Scorpion had entered the lobby of the hotel. He had made his way into the bowels of the hotel with a security pass that he’d swiped from a porter. Dressed in blue overalls and a hard hat, and carrying his bucket and cleaning materials, no one had given Scorpion a second look. This was a five-star, luxury hotel with all the pomp, chintz, and glitz that came with five-star luxury hotels in this part of London. That meant there were plenty of maintenance staff to go undetected and unchallenged – provided they had a security pass.

      From the basement, Scorpion had travelled to the roof. There, he hooked up a climbing rope to the security barriers that ran the length of the roof, and abseiled down a few meters to the penthouse. His bucket hung off the safety rig around his waist. He had looked through the window. There had been no one in the penthouse. The guard detail had accompanied the prince and it was too early for the maids. In the corridor outside the penthouse, two members of the Saudi royal guard waited to accompany any housekeepers into the room. The guards were still in the corridor. He could see into the prince’s bedroom. The bed still unmade, a book sat on the bedside table next to a reading lamp. Just as he’d seen a week before.

      Scorpion had dipped his T-bar sponge in his bucket and soaked the window in suds. He’d dropped the sponge in the bucket, opened his coveralls and produced a small handheld drill.

      He’d known that this was where it could all fall apart.

      He’d fitted the drill with a three-millimetre diamond-headed bit. Carefully, he’d held the bit to the glass, low down on the bottom right-hand corner of the pane. He let go the rope; the rig held him fast. With his left hand, he’d held the sponge to the glass and let the water drench the window. Slowly, carefully, he’d pulled the trigger on the drill and the bit began to rotate with the water from the sponge trickling over it steadily.

      He’d practiced drilling glass. Two panes from picture frames laid on top of each other to simulate double glazing. After many unsuccessful attempts, he’d learned that the key to drilling a tiny hole in a pane of glass without breaking it was to go slowly and make sure the glass was wet.

      It had been a typical English summer’s day. Light rain, with the promise of sun later. Even with the rain cooling his face, sweat had soaked through his overalls.

      The drill head turned slowly, chewing its way through the wet glass. Thirty seconds later he was through. He put away the drill and produced a long, thin, plastic tube, which uncoiled like it was sprung. The rigid tube threaded through the hole, into the bedroom, and by the time it was almost fully extended, the end hovered over the bedside table. Only six inches of tubing remained on his side of the window.

      He fitted an aluminium bottle to the tube and hit the pressurized trigger. Even from behind the glass, Scorpion could see the atomized spray ejecting from the other end of the tube, and the mist fell on the green shade of the banker’s desk lamp that sat on the bedside table.

      Satisfied, he detached the bottle, withdrew the tube, folded it into his bucket and climbed back to the roof.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Now, twelve hours after his window-cleaning duties earlier that day, Scorpion returned his gaze to the telescopic sight and swept the surrounding buildings. The pain in his knees had eased.

      There, in the bell tower of the cathedral. A man with a rifle.

      The man was watching the adjacent rooftops that held a vantage point for the Saudi’s bedroom. Only way to take out the prince was a rifle shot. And the man in the bell tower was there to kill the prince’s would-be assassin before he even touched a trigger. Scorpion knew the man was from the British Secret Service. Probably ex-SAS or former Special Boat Service. They recruited that kind for Group 15. He knew the British would not be able to resist the opportunity to take him out. Which proved to be an irresistible challenge for Scorpion. If he could neutralize even one of them, it was a bonus and one less adversary to worry about.

      Scorpion let out his breath, pulled the stock of the rifle to his shoulder, absorbed the kick from the shot and watched as the man in the bell tower disappeared.

      He packed away his rifle, grabbed his kit and made for the elevator.

      Once in the lobby, he saw hotel security running toward the elevators. Their radios were pressed to their mouths, voices raised in alarm.

      The prince must have returned to his room just after midnight. He would answer emails, as was his routine, shower and change for bed. As was his habit, the prince would grab the book on his bedside table and turn on the lamp. After two, maybe three minutes, the green glass lampshade would’ve been hot enough to boil the thin layer of chemical that Scorpion had sprayed on the shade.

      Whilst in liquid form, the chemical was relatively harmless. When heated, it formed a deadly vapour. The toxin could eat through a pair of healthy lungs in seconds. It was, Scorpion confessed, a horrible death.

      The secret SVR labs were well known for their ingenious poisons.

      Scorpion pulled his cap down over his face as he passed the last security camera at the hotel entrance. He made it to the street and then his car.

      He pulled into traffic, and his eyes fell on the dash clock.

      It was going to be a busy night.
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      Milton found the Renault in Deveraux Road, a street just off Bromwood Road. He’d walked around two streets already, pressing the button on the key at every Renault he passed. This van chirped and flashed its lights when Milton depressed the key fob.

      Milton got into the driver’s seat. Nothing but chocolate wrappers in the door pockets, and old cigarette packets on the floor. Same brand – imported Russian Javas. In the glove compartment Milton found a collection of old cassette tapes. Joy Division, New Order, Jimi Hendrix. The van was old enough to still have a tape deck. Behind the cassettes he found a revolver. Not quite as old as the tapes, but not far behind. The revolver was an unusual piece. An OTs-38 Stechkin. Favoured side-arm of the Russian army. The gun held five specially manufactured SP-4 cartridges; it boasted a captive piston and had a laser sight fitted below the barrel. The cumulative effect amounted to zero muzzle flash and near silent firing.

      Milton stared into the rear of the van. He could pull the trigger on this gun five times in quick succession and anyone walking past this van wouldn’t hear a thing.

      He climbed over the seats, found a torch hanging on the wall of the van and lit it up.

      Milton bled the harshness from the torch by holding his palm over the head of the light. He tilted his fingers, moving the torch around, careful to spill as little light as possible. He didn’t want to attract attention. On the walls of the van, he noticed timber saws, a chainsaw, pliers, two hatchets and a roll of black bin liners on a dispenser.

      The smell was tangy. Salty and yet somehow sweet on the tongue. The smell of old blood. Milton angled the torch to the floor, and there he saw a series of holes in the bottom of the van. No ordinary holes – these were uniform in spacing, size and dimension. They’d been cut into the floor.

      Blood channels.

      The smell, the holes, the cutting equipment – it all painted a picture. The Russians could pick someone off the street, put them in the back of the van, put a silent bullet in their head, and with the saws and cutting equipment, they could reduce a human being to three garbage bags in less than half an hour.

      Efficient. Fast. Ruthless. All the hallmarks of the Russian mob.

      Milton looked into every corner of the van. He was looking for something, and so far he hadn’t found it. Returning to the cab, he checked under the seats, and this time he found what he was looking for.

      A Nokia. There was only one number saved on the phone. Milton hit dial.

      A ringing tone. Two rings. Three rings.

      On the fifth ring the call was answered.

      “Zakonchenny?” said the man on the line, in a thick Russian accent. Milton knew a little Russian. Enough to know the word roughly translated as finished?

      “Niet,” said Milton. He tapped out a text message on his own mobile.

      The man on the other end of the call said nothing. Milton could hear the man breathing: the white noise of air hitting the mic. Milton waited, wondering if his accent had been that poor.

      “Who is this?” said the voice, calmly.

      “I don’t believe we’ve met. That’s something I hope to remedy very soon,” said Milton.

      “You know my name?”

      “Just your handle. Why did they call you Scorpion?” said Milton.

      “Who knows how these things happen?”

      “You should be careful. I might step on you.”

      “You are MI5? Or Group 15? Yes, maybe Group 15. It’s one member short. Your friend in the bell tower didn’t stand a chance. If you come after me, they’ll have to rename it Group Thirteen,” said Scorpion.

      “Don’t bet on it. I ran into two of your friends tonight. It didn’t end well. Walk away from this contract. It’s your only chance.”

      “I always fulfil my contract.”

      “I was hoping you’d say that,” said Milton.

      The line disconnected.

      Milton dialled a number on his own mobile.

      “Did you get him?” he said.

      “No,” said Control. “We’ll be able to ping the telecom mast, but he wasn’t on the line long enough to get a fix.”

      “He said he’d shot one of ours.”

      “Number Eight. We’ve lost contact with him, and the Saudi prince is dead.”

      “How?”

      “A nerve toxin of some kind. We still don’t know how he triggered it, but the Met are looking into it.”

      “They’re hopeless. We have to intervene. Let me take Banks somewhere safe. If Scorpion can get through one of the best trained personal guards in the world, then the local PC Plod isn’t going to pose much of a difficulty.”

      Control sighed and said, “Alright, I’ll have someone pick her up. Can’t risk her identifying you. MI5 can babysit her. It’s all they’re good for.”

      “And the other target?”

      “Still breathing, for now,” said Control.
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      Hailey Banks wanted to be sick.

      The tea had been far too sweet, and her hands shook so violently she couldn’t hold the mug without spilling it on the living room carpet. She felt a rush of saliva filling her mouth, the nausea spreading through her stomach. Somehow she fought it down, dry swallowing amidst sharp breaths.

      “Have some more tea,” said Julia.

      Hailey turned to look at the woman next to her on the sofa. Detective Constable Julia Wyndham had introduced herself as a victim liaison officer. She had a kind face and a soft voice. She wore a red sweater and jeans. Her blonde hair cut short in a bob. Even with the corpse in the hallway and the one in the kitchen, Julia seemed completely fine. Hailey imagined that Julia had sat on a hundred sofas, with a hundred victims, and was now immune to the effects of that suffocating cloud that came in the wake of sudden, terrible violence. Hailey knew the type. She’d been that person at one point in her life.

      “Thank you,” said Hailey, sipping more of the tea.

      Julia nodded and said nothing. There was little more to say. Hailey had already given a statement to Detective Sergeant McLean. A tall man with wiry hair who wore an ill-fitting suit. Her statement had not seemed to satisfy the DS. Hailey told him she had awoken to find two policemen standing over her. Pain shot through her forehead, its arrival a strong signal of abrupt consciousness. Half a minute later she remembered the man in her kitchen, pointing a gun at her. Those eyes.

      At first, she thought she’d been shot in the head. Then she felt the lump, and the policeman told her to lie down, not to look in the kitchen. Was there anyone else in the house, he’d asked. She didn’t know.

      “There was a man with a gun. He pointed it at me. He knew my name…” Hailey had sat up and then saw the dead man on her kitchen floor.

      She couldn’t remember much of what happened after that. The policeman took her to the living room, and she’d let out a piercing, fearful cry when she saw the other corpse in the hall.

      Then she was on the sofa. Rocking back and forth. Talking to the paramedic. Someone had put a foil sheet around her shoulders, but she couldn’t remember who or when it had happened. Then Julia arrived, talked softly to her and had given her tea. Then DS McLean had begun directing questions.

      No, she’d never seen the man with the blue eyes before.

      No, she’d never seen the dead men before. Maybe it was all a dream?

      Hailey drank more tea and watched McLean talking with the other officers in her living room. Julia patted her knee and said, “We’ll take you to the station soon. You can’t stay here.”

      A hundred blue, flashing lights from ambulances and police vans shone through Hailey’s thin curtains.

      McLean talked to men in white overalls with masks. Forensic officers, thought Hailey. One of them handed a sealed plastic bag to McLean. There was a Post-it note inside.

      Hailey put down her tea as McLean kneeled beside her to show her the note.

      “Ms Banks, did you write this note?” said McLean.

      Immediately, Hailey could tell the handwriting didn’t belong to her.

      “These men came to kill you. You are under my protection. It will be over soon.

      “A friend.”

      Not for the first time that night, Hailey struggled to see through the tears. Her throat constricted, strangled by fear. She shook her head.

      “Ms Banks, do you know of anyone who might try to harm you?” said McLean.

      Her trembling fingers touched her lips. She had no voice. All she could do was shake her head as she felt Julia’s arms around her.

      McLean got up and spoke to some of the uniformed officers in the hallway. “We go door to door, now. I don’t care what time it is–”

      “Sarge!” came a voice, silencing McLean. He turned toward the front door and was lost to Hailey’s vision. She rocked back and forth.

      Her world had been chaotic once. She’d been in conflict zones for most of her working life. Reporting on genocide, refugee camps and terrorist attacks the world over. Fear travelled with her. It was there in every bombed-out city, in every dirty hotel room. And if it left her, however momentarily, the sound of an AK-47 or a shell exploding nearby soon brought it roaring back into her bloodstream. She had done her best to put that life behind her. There are only so many times you can wear a desperate person’s cloak, inhabiting them just for long enough to tell their story. Soon that cloak becomes a dead weight around your neck. Hailey could no longer bear it.

      This was different. There had been men in her house. Men who’d come to kill her.

      For what?

      McLean came back into the living room. This time he was accompanied by a tall man in a three-piece, navy, pin-striped suit, pale blue shirt and yellow tie. He had dark skin and hair to match. In the lamplight and the flashes from the blue police lights swinging around the room, the man’s eyes looked almost black. Even so, Hailey was able to watch those eyes as they scanned around her living room, examining the two armed officers in the corner cradling their assault rifles, then Hailey and Julia on the sofa, and finally the possible points of exit – door and window. She’d been around enough elite military and intelligence officers to notice how they entered a room. They all did exactly the same. She remembered that in Afghanistan, when she’d asked one of these intelligence officers why they always looked around a room when they entered it, he told her it was called threat assessment. He went on to say he’d even found himself doing it in cafés and bars. Force of habit, it seemed. Stood next to the sharply dressed newcomer, McLean looked like his suit had been pulled from a black plastic bag at Oxfam.

      “Ms Banks, this is Timothy Coughran. He, ah, works for the government,” said McLean. Hailey could detect the discomfort in McLean’s voice. She’d been right about the newcomer – British Intelligence.

      Coughran stood with his hands in his pockets, examining Hailey. Then, gently, he leaned over and produced a silk handkerchief from his left pocket and offered it to Hailey. Tentatively, she took it and dabbed at her eyes. Sniffed and nodded her thanks.

      “I’m very sorry for what you’ve been through, Ms Banks,” said Coughran, in his perfect public-school brogue. “First and foremost, I want you to know that everything is going to be fine, and very soon your life will be back to normal. You are under the protection of Her Majesty’s government. My intention is to take you somewhere safe right now. As I’m sure the detective sergeant has explained to you, it is believed that two men made an attempt on your life. A man, who works in co-operation with certain government departments, made sure that they were not successful. But men like this can only do so much. We need to get you out of here, I’m afraid.”

      The knot of panic in Hailey’s throat loosened. “What? There has to be some kind of mistake. Who on earth would want to kill me? I haven’t been a conflict correspondent for years. I write restaurant reviews now and the occasional puff piece. No one wants to kill me. This is all wrong.”

      “I’m afraid it is devastatingly accurate, Ms Banks. You are a target for an international mercenary. An assassin. He’s a high-value target for British Intelligence. However, protecting you is now our utmost priority. And it shall remain so until the assassin is neutralized. You must come with me immediately.”

      “Hang on,” said DS McLean. “Ms Banks is my witness. She’s not going anywhere. You should have mentioned this at the front door before I let you in.”

      “Ms Banks is not under arrest. She is free to go where she pleases. I imagine she does not relish the thought of sleeping in a police station, and quite frankly, and with no disrespect, Detective Sergeant, this is a matter far beyond the capability of the Metropolitan Police. Ms Banks, there is no time to lose. You should not be here,” said Coughran.

      “And where are you taking her that’s safer than New Scotland Yard?” said McLean.

      “That is confidential,” said Coughran, “and Ms Banks is not a witness to a criminal investigation. We believe the two dead men are probably Sergei Topinov and Ivan Lasko. Two highly proficient hit men in the employ of the Russian mob. There are simply too many personnel in Scotland Yard. The mob has infiltrated the police before. Who is to say they don’t have an informant in the Met at this very moment. She is safer with me.”

      McLean rubbed his forehead and said, “I want DC Wyndham here to go with you.”

      Hailey watched Coughran turn his attention to Julia.

      “Very well,” he said.

      “I need to know your destination,” said McLean.

      “That’s classified, I’m afraid,” said Coughran.

      “I need to know where my witness and my officer are going.”

      “No, you don’t,” said Coughran. “And if you have a problem with that, you can call the Home Secretary in the morning.”

      “It’s fine,” said Julia, standing and smoothing down her sweater. “I’ll go with her. You can get me on the mobile if you need us.”

      Hailey saw the reflection of a small victory in McLean’s smile. She stood up and said, “I need to quickly grab a few things.”

      “No time. Let’s go,” said Coughran.

      The conversation between Coughran and McLean had momentarily distracted Hailey. While she got the impression McLean was a diligent, hard-working copper – Coughran had a certain confidence and swagger that had won her over.

      Hailey followed Coughran into the hall. She resisted the urge to look at the dead man. She’d seen many corpses, but never in her own house. The night air brushed her cheeks, making them glow. Coughran stood beside a new model Jaguar, holding open the rear passenger door. Hailey got in behind the driver and Julia joined her in the back seat. Coughran got into the driver’s seat in front of Julia and fired up the engine.

      The car smelled of new leather, and the ambient lighting felt like a balm for Hailey’s nerves. This man worked for the government. He’d promised to keep her safe. No one would be able to harm her with the might of Whitehall protecting her.

      “Seat belts, please,” said Coughran.

      Julia and Hailey exchanged smiles. Safety was this man’s number one priority, after all. The car moved off and purred down the road toward Clapham Common. The radio sprang to life and Classic FM filled the car with Beethoven. The volume was low. Just background noise. Closing her eyes, Hailey breathed slowly and settled into the leather seat. Suddenly she felt tired again. The adrenaline had washed through her system and her body was now on a climb down.

      Hailey felt a hand on hers. She turned her head toward Julia.

      “I think everything is going to be okay, you know,” said Julia.

      The car pulled up at the stop sign at the end of the road. There was no traffic. The dead hours before dawn.

      Julia squeezed Hailey’s palm. Hailey smiled and thought Julia was right. For the first time since the police had woken her, Hailey really did believe that everything was going to be alright.

      Then she saw Julia looking around. There was no traffic on the road ahead. The car should have moved off by now.

      Hailey watched Coughran checking his wing mirrors, then the rear-view mirror.

      Julia leaned forward anxiously and said, “Are we being followed?”

      Coughran turned around in the driver’s seat, leaning his left shoulder against the seat back.

      “I sincerely hope not,” he said.
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      Sitting on the steel floor in the rear of the Russians’ van, Milton lit one of the Javas and inhaled. He remembered why this wasn’t his preferred brand of cigarettes. There was a strange aftertaste of pine. Magic Tree air fresheners were hung all over the van. Most likely to mask the smell of butchered flesh. Milton thought he might as well have lit one of the Magic Trees.

      He glanced in between the front seats, which gave him a view of the house. The tall man in the three-piece suit held open the rear door of the Jag for Hailey. Even from this distance, Milton could see her hands shaking as she stepped inside the vehicle.

      The MI5 agent then walked around the car and got into the driver’s seat. He moved well. Milton could always spot a fellow agent. They were always in balance. Smooth, confident movements. He was surprised that MI5 only sent one man.

      Probably all they could spare.

      At least he looked as though he could handle himself, thought Milton.

      He took another drag on the cigarette, and, when he looked back, the Jag had gone. Milton blew smoke at the ceiling. His shoulders relaxed. The tension left his body like the smoke from his lungs.

      She was safe.

      He thought about the Saudi prince. A strange target for the Russians. What had the prince been up to that had drawn such deadly ire from the Kremlin? Hard to guess. Perhaps he sold weapons to the wrong people? Or facilitated an oil deal that would cause unwanted competition for the Russian fields?

      All reasonable possibilities, but no more than that. Control had always been careful to retain the most sensitive information. Milton didn’t need to know why the prince and Hailey were being targeted. And so he was not briefed. In fact, he hadn’t known who any of the other targets were until Control mentioned the prince.

      Who was the third target?

      If he knew more, he would stand a better chance of catching the assassin, thought Milton.

      He shook his head, corrected himself.

      Group 15 don’t capture hostiles. There were no prisoners in this game. Only dead enemies.

      Milton heard a large vehicle passing by the van. He covered the lit end of his cigarette with his palm, took a final drag and stubbed it out on the floor.

      Absently, he glanced out of the windscreen. He was still sitting on the floor, and no one could see him in the dark interior of the van, peering out between the seats.

      A black Land Rover pulled up outside Banks’s house. Four men exited the vehicle simultaneously. One from each door. It was a smooth movement. Practiced. Almost a military formation.

      Each of the men wore black.

      Each of them carried an HK MP5.

      Soon as Milton caught sight of the HKs, he grabbed the seats and hauled himself up, then jumped into the driver’s position. He started the engine, put the thing in first gear and planted half an inch of rubber on the road before the van took off.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            8

          

        

      

    

    
      Julia relaxed, leaned back into her seat and nodded reassuringly to Hailey, giving her a warm feeling in her stomach.

      Hailey nodded back.

      Then she went blind.

      She felt something wet slap her face. She rubbed her eyes, taking in a gulp of air on reflex. Blinking, wiping her eyes, Hailey looked at her hands. They were bright red with blood. Her gaze whipped to the right.

      Julia’s head slumped over her chest. Her dead eyes stared at Hailey. Only then did Hailey notice the bloodstain spreading through Julia’s sweater and the massive wound in her neck.

      Coughran held a gun in his right hand, pointed at Julia. There was something black on the back of his hand. At first it appeared to be a birthmark. Then, as Coughran swivelled the gun toward Hailey, she saw it was a tattoo.

      A small black scorpion.

      She tried to cry out, her hands braced against the seat in front, as if she was clinging to life itself.

      Coughran’s black eyes shone brightly; then his face seemed to light up and he looked over Hailey’s shoulder, out the back window. His face became brighter and brighter. As if he were running toward a spotlight.

      Hailey heard the roar of an engine at full revs and then her head snapped back violently. There was a loud bang. An explosion of metal on metal. The gun flew past her face and Coughran was thrown back and then forward, striking his head on the steering wheel.

      The seat belt cut into Hailey’s chest, knocking the wind out of her. She immediately felt the strain to the base of her neck as it whipped back and forth in the crash. Glass covered the back seat and Hailey’s shoulders and legs.

      Hailey looked behind her. They had been hit by a red van.  The Jaguar was still moving forward,  slowly, on the momentum from the rear impact.

      The car came to a rest. Hailey hit the release on her seat belt. She couldn’t move. Turning, she saw Julia had fallen on top of her. She pressed the button on Julia’s seat belt, then pushed her body away and it slumped onto the floor. Hailey opened the rear door of the Jag and fell out onto the road. Her elbows hit the tarmac first, then her body, then her legs. Glass spilled out onto the road from the broken rear window. A ringing noise in her head. Slowly, she got up. Everything seemed to be moving in slow motion. Her limbs felt sluggish, slow to respond.

      She looked around, unsure of her surroundings at first.

      Then she recognised the common and the end of her road. She stumbled toward Bromwood Road. The red van was behind her. The front had been caved in from a heavy impact. Steam hissed from the radiator.

      The driver’s door of the van opened. A man with blue eyes got out. The man she’d seen in her house just before she’d lost consciousness. The man who’d pointed a gun at her head. The man with those blue eyes.

      Her breath caught in her chest.

      “Hailey, get down,” said the man.

      Tears came as Hailey wondered if all of this was just some nightmare. Maybe if she lay down on the ground and went to sleep, this might all go away. She bent low, made her way to the kerb and sat down. The man with blue eyes ran past her toward the Jag. He pulled a gun from his jacket, opened the driver’s door and pointed the weapon at the driver.

      Only, there was no driver. The man looked around urgently.

      There was no one on the street. Somehow, Coughran had slipped away.

      Hailey’s body quivered. Teeth chattering. That was when she heard the sirens.

      “Hailey, I need you to come with me,” said a voice.

      She looked past his outstretched hand, into those blue eyes.

      “Who are you?” said Hailey.

      The man lowered himself onto his heels and said, “A friend.”
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      Milton took Hailey by the hand and together, keeping low, he led her to the Jaguar. On his instruction she climbed into the driver’s seat and crawled over into the front passenger side. Milton got in, closed the driver’s door and floored the accelerator.

      He knew Scorpion was still close by. He’d checked the tree line at the edge of Clapham Common, the parked cars on the other side of the street. Nothing. But he hadn’t gone far and he had the advantage of an unknown firing position. Escape was the only course of action open to Milton. He couldn’t hope to protect Hailey in an open urban environment. All of these calculations and decisions he made instantly. Almost by instinct.

      Soon as he got the feel of the car, Milton reached behind his seat and put a hand on the police woman’s calf.

      No pulse. Another victim to add to Scorpion’s tally. Another reason to put a bullet in his eye. This was more than a mission now. Milton clenched his teeth, braked into a corner and accelerated out of the turn. The dashboard was ablaze with warning lights for tyres, oil, engine and some symbols even Milton couldn’t decipher. He ignored them. The car handled well, sounded fine. The Renault had come off a lot worse than the Jag.

      An idea began to form.

      “Are you injured? Are you hit?” said Milton.

      He glanced across. She shook uncontrollably. Milton had seen it before. The adrenaline shooting through her system would likely dull the pain from any wound. She could’ve been shot and not even feel it. He watched her checking her stomach, arms, legs, back.

      “N-n-n-o, I d-d-don’t think so.”

      “My name is John. Right now, I need to get you out of the city. I’m not going to let anyone harm you, Hailey. Believe me. I’ve saved your life twice tonight. You can trust me, okay?”

      “You were in my h-house,” she said.

      “Yes. I stopped those men. They were going to hurt you. The police were on their way, so I had to leave. I’m sorry.”

      A traffic light up ahead turned amber, Milton buried his right foot in the floor and the car sped through the lights before they turned red.

      Hailey said nothing. She put on her seat belt and clung to it with both hands. Her eyes were alert, wide with fear.

      “This is going to sound stupid, but it’s very important. Your body is going into shock. You’re going to have to calm yourself. Take deep breaths, put your head down and close your eyes.”

      She did as she was asked. Milton put his Bluetooth earpiece on and made a call.

      “The board is lighting up all over London. What the hell is going on?” said Control.

      “A man in a three-piece suit showed up at the house. He took the target and a police officer in a Jag. Just after he left, I saw the real escort arrive. Four men with HKs in a Land Rover. Scorpion has balls. I stopped his car, and I’ve regained Banks. The cop is dead,” said Milton.

      “And Scorpion?”

      “In the wind. I’ve lost him,” said Milton.

      Milton listened to Control swearing, and heard the thump of something heavy landing on a wooden floor. Control’s temper had gone completely.

      “Where are you?”

      “I’m in Scorpion’s car. I need you to get the four-man protection team to call me. We’ll use their safe house and they can give me an escort.”

      “I’ll give them your number. They’ll cool the radio traffic from the police and guide you home.”

      The call ended.

      Milton used the side streets as much as possible and tried to stay off the main roads. Trouble was, in this part of London, nearly every street was an arterial route. Thankfully, the streets were quiet save for the odd group of late-night revellers staggering home and the occasional taxi.

      His phone rang.

      “Milton – it’s Commander Sanger. Give me your location.”

      Milton turned left into a residential street with a park on one side. He pulled up outside a church and said, “Nightingale Square.”

      “Oh my God, Julia,” said Hailey. She was staring into the rear of the car at the police woman’s body.

      “There’s nothing we can do. She gave her life to make sure you survived. Stay with me, Hailey.”

      Her breathing became more erratic; then, consciously, she brought it under control. There was an inner strength to Hailey, but everyone had their breaking point. Two assassination attempts in one night could break anyone.

      A Land Rover came around the corner, the headlights sweeping the interior of the Jag. The driver’s window on the Range Rover slid down. A fair-haired man of forty leaned out and addressed Milton.

      “Commander Sanger. Good to meet you. Is this the target’s car?” said Sanger.

      “Yes,” said Milton.

      “Then I suggest you come with us. That car is not safe; there might be –” said Sanger, but Milton cut him off.

      “We’re staying in this vehicle. Where’s the safe house?”

      Milton watched Sanger’s eyes closely. He guessed Sanger wasn’t used to being overruled.

      “Are you sure? I’m not talking about the damage to the car, understand?” said Sanger, flicking his gaze at Hailey and then back to Milton. It was obvious Sanger wanted to say more, but daren’t in front of Hailey.

      “I understand. And we’re staying in the Jag,” said Milton finally.

      “Very well. So long as you’re sure it’s safe. We’re headed to Lazarus House. It’s a country manor just outside Salisbury. We’ll clear the radio traffic on your car. The police are going bananas. One of their own is missing along with their witness. I take it the cop is…”

      “Dead. Nothing we can do about that now. We have to move,” said Milton.

      “Agreed. Stay close. We’ll be hitting the blue flashers the whole way.”

      With that, the Land Rover took off. A blue strobe light emitted from a small box on the roof. The Land Rover had diplomatic plates and livery. No police car in the country would stop it.

      Within twenty minutes they had left the city behind on the A3. Soon they were on the M3, westbound. It was a two-hour drive to Salisbury, but Milton kept close to the Land Rover and kept his speed at a steady seventy. The Jag was in good shape, solid and sure even at that speed.

      On the motorway, in the dark, with the night rushing into the car from her open window, Hailey seemed to settle.

      “Do you work for the government too?” she asked above the rush of the wind.

      Milton hesitated and said, “I can’t tell you anything, I’m afraid. I shouldn’t have even told you my name.”

      “I think you’re safe. There are quite a few Johns in the world,” she said.

      His mind drifted to a fragment of that evening. The moment he rammed a knife under the chin of the Russian mobster. The look in the man’s eyes as his lights went out.

      “There aren’t many Johns like me,” said Milton.

      “Why is this happening to me? Why does this man want me dead?”

      Milton sat up a little in his seat. The shock seemed to be dissipating. She was thinking now.

      “First, this man is a professional assassin. He doesn’t know you, he never met you before tonight, and he has no grudge against you. It’s not that he wants you dead – he’s been hired by someone to kill you.”

      He glanced toward her and saw her swallow down the fear.

      “Who?” she said.

      “I was hoping you might know,” said Milton.

      “Jesus, doesn’t anyone know why this arsehole wants to kill me? I mean, I thought you were part of the government. Like intelligence services. MI5.”

      “Afraid not. The boys in the car up front are part of MI5. That department is mostly an intelligence-focussed operation. Sometimes they have the need to protect a high-value asset. That’s where Sanger and his crew come in. They are the ACP. Asset Close-Protection Unit.”

      “And what are you? Before you say anything, don’t give me bullshit. I have a right to know.”

      Milton thought about it. Decided she was right. “I’m the one MI5 calls when they need someone to pull a trigger.”

      For a moment, Hailey said nothing. She stared out of the window, then nodded and said, “Thank you.”

      Neither of them spoke for a time.

      “Who is the man with the tattoo of the scorpion on his hand? The one who is trying to kill me?”

      “We only know him by a codename. He’s ex-Russian Secret Service. He’s the man the Russians call when they need someone to pull the trigger.”

      “Is he good at that?”

      “The best.”

      “Better than you?” she said.

      “We’ll see,” said Milton.

      Hailey rubbed her temples and sucked at her teeth. She looked at her palms, suddenly feeling the sting. Carefully, she picked tiny slivers of glass from her palms.

      “Talk to me. Tell me what you do know,” she said.

      “I know a little,” Milton said. “I know you’re not the only target. There are three. MI5 intercepted the encoded messages used to set up the hit. This man is highly respected in Russia. No one leaves the organisation he used to work for unless they’re in a pine box. He got away. And they let him. He’s a freelance assassin who occasionally does a bit of work for the old country to make sure they don’t come after him.”

      Milton knew more than that. He knew, for example, that when the SVR command discovered that Scorpion had gone AWOL, they sent a hit team to take him out. Ten of the best in the service. Scorpion killed nine of them on the first day. He caught the last man a week later. An old comrade of his who’d been his mentor. He cut off his trigger finger and sent the man back to Moscow with a deal. Scorpion would continue to work for them as a free agent, a couple of jobs a year, and they would leave him alone. This must have been one of those jobs. But Milton decided not to tell her any of that. He didn’t want to frighten her any more than she was already frightened.

      “But why is he doing this?” she asked.

      “I don’t know,” Milton admitted. “You must have some idea why. Something you saw while you were in Afghanistan maybe?”

      She shook her head. “No, there’s nothing that I’ve seen that I haven’t…”

      She stopped.

      “What?” Milton pressed.

      “When I was in Iraq, I saw a missile strike. We got word Saddam’s troops were going to bomb the village. We got out. Hundreds of us. It was night-time. We’d parked our Jeep at the side of the road. It’s dangerous to travel at night. One wrong turn and you’re onto a road that’s mined. We saw the people running across the dunes just as the strike hit. Then came the attack chopper to mop up the civilians fleeing their homes. Napalm. Russian napalm. Everything for miles was on fire. I’ll never forget it.”

      Milton let her drift off, deep in thought. He noticed the orange glow from the sodium motorway lights trapped in her irises, as if it reflected that scene in her mind’s eye.

      “And did you write that story?” said Milton.

      “Yes, a long time ago now. I still see those burning fields in my dreams, you know? That’s why I had to stop.”

      “I’m glad you’ve moved on to different work. There’s only so much anyone can take. But that article couldn’t be related to this list. I think it’s something recent. Scorpion has moved quickly on his targets. I sense a great deal of urgency here. There must be something time sensitive,” he said.

      “I have no idea what it could be,” said Hailey.

      “Are you working on something now?”

      She thought for a moment and said, “I’m always working on a couple of stories. Nothing there that I could think of that would make someone want to kill me.”

      Milton was wary of pressing her, but there was no time. Any information might be of use. The SVR wanted Hailey dead as quickly as possible. Something had to have triggered that response.

      “Your name is on that list because of something recent. Has to be,” said Milton.

      “I can’t think what. The last two articles I published were on single females living alone and a book review. I’m working on a piece for the Guardian about house prices in London. It’s hardly controversial.”

      “Can I read it?”

      “If you have a laptop, you can. I email drafts to myself as backup. Not sure it’s what you’re looking for.”

      “Maybe not, but at least then we can rule it out,” said Milton.

      They drove on in silence for another half hour and followed the vehicle in front as it veered off the motorway and onto the B roads. The twisting English country roads slowed them down, but it didn’t take long before the Land Rover put on an indicator and turned right into a narrow, single-lane track. Milton didn’t put on his full-beam headlights, and all he could see were the tail lights of the car in front.

      “Is that where we’re going?” said Hailey, pointing to the horizon.

      Up ahead Milton could now make out soft lights in a large arched window. They headed toward the light. The Land Rover pulled up slowly and stopped. Milton got out and set foot on gravel. It took a few seconds for his eyes to adjust, but then he could make out a large manor house.

      Sanger approached him, stood close and whispered so that Hailey wouldn’t overhear, “Welcome to Lazarus House. You know, we should check that car. I didn’t want you to bring it here. There may be a way for Scorpion to track this vehicle. He might already know our location.”

      Milton smiled and said, “I’m counting on it.”
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      A mile away from the site of the car crash, Scorpion knelt in a dark alleyway amongst the bins and watched the rats feast on rotten, discarded takeaway food.

      He didn’t mind rats, although it wasn’t always so.

      He remembered it easily. At twenty-six he’d had his first mission in Moscow. A training mission. His first kill was like his first kiss: it was as vivid to him now as if it were yesterday. The target had been a drug dealer who lived in a basement flat in the Solntsevo District. The small flat was accessible from a set of stone steps leading down to the front door. Scorpion had watched a stream of people come and go from the flat all day. Come midnight, the traffic to the flat had died down. Scorpion had left his car, walked carefully down the uneven steps and knocked three times on the door, then twice.

      The signal.

      The door opened, and a man in a white bathrobe stood before him. The robe lay open and Scorpion had noticed the man only wore a pair of boxer shorts beneath the robe. He remembered the man had been in his fifties and heavily tattooed.

      Scorpion had opened the man’s throat in a flash of steel and dark blood. In the dim light from the hallway, the blood had appeared black at first. Scorpion had then grabbed the man’s wrist, twisted it, controlling his movement, then stepped inside and slid the blade between the man’s ribs, into the lung.

      Scorpion remembered dropping the knife and turning to walk up the steps. A bullet ricocheted from the brink of the steps just before his head had breached the parapet. He’d ducked, then popped up to survey the street. Four men. All armed. The gunfire had then broken over his head again.

      He’d been trapped. No way out of the basement.

      Except for the manhole at the base of the steps.

      For twelve hours Scorpion had roamed the old sewers. Following great packs of rats in search of a way through the subterranean maze.

      Memories.

      The phone in his hand buzzed, bringing him back to reality. Back to the present. Back to the alleyway in South West London. Back to the kill.

      He got up and walked to the end of the alley and stood in the shadows. Sure enough, the man he’d called had come for him. A dark blue BMW pulled up. He got into the rear of the car, next to a small man in a leather jacket. He was around fifty, and his salt-and-pepper hair had been cut down to a mere fuzz on his skull. Despite his size, an obvious power emanated from the man. His name was Vitali Tsepov, the father of the Russian mafia in London. Known to all as “Little Vitali,” but never to his face. The driver, on the other hand, almost took up the passenger seat as well as the driver’s seat. He was truly enormous. From the back, his head looked like someone had fitted a wig on a ten-gallon drum. His arms pumped the steering wheel and the BMW turned sharply in the narrow street and headed back into the city.

      “Who is the one who killed my men?” said Vitali.

      “He works for the British government. A spy. A killer. He is all of these things,” said Scorpion.

      “Where is he?”

      “I will find him. It’s likely he has many men. I will need your strength.”

      “You will have it. As long as you have my money,” said Vitali.

      For a long time the car fell silent. Neither man spoke. The only sound came from the chest of the driver. Drawing and exhaling breath sounded like a gust of wind tearing through a cathedral.

      After a time, the BMW pulled up in a mechanic’s yard that sat off the main road, at the end of a quiet suburban street. The lights were on in the garage, and Scorpion saw several men standing around smoking. A pair of black vans were parked in the yard, but no other vehicles.

      He got out of the car and noticed the BMW rise an inch from the yard when the driver exited. Vitali got out and Scorpion followed him into the garage. In all, there were seven men in the garage. Each held either a pistol or a small semi-automatic assault weapon. He watched Vitali inspect his men.

      “These men are the best I have. They’ve lost brothers tonight. And we cannot let that insult go unanswered. Now, the money,” said Vitali, pointing to a laptop sitting open on a dirty steel bench.

      It took only a few keystrokes from Scorpion to access funds from a secure Swiss account and effect a transfer. He left the laptop open on his account page.

      “The job was one hundred thousand euros. Assist me further and I’ll make it two hundred,” said Scorpion.

      A nod from Vitali was all that it took. Scorpion made the transfer.

      “You have what I asked for?” said Scorpion.

      “We could not source the exact rifle, but this one should suffice,” said Vitali.

      One of the men disappeared into a back room and returned with a canvas bag and what looked to be a rifle wrapped in a towel. Scorpion checked the bag. Black combat pants, tee shirt, bomber jacket and boots. He unwrapped the towel.

      He’d asked for a sniper rifle and provided a list of acceptable weapons. This rifle was not on the list. The weapon wasn’t technically a sniper’s weapon. It was a Dragunov, but also carried the name SVD. A gas-operated semi-automatic rifle, it had been designed as a long-range weapon for a single marksman in an otherwise regular military unit. Most military units carried arms for rapid firing in close-quarter encounters. The SVD added another option to their capabilities. On the plus side, it was lighter than most sniper rifles at just under ten pounds without the magazine, this model had a muzzle flash suppressor designed to hide the position of the shooter from spotters, and it came with a cheek rest fitted to the stock.

      On the downside, the standard PSO-1 telescopic sight didn’t come with night vision, and the reticule had an unusual layout for bullet drop compensation and windage. It would take some getting used to, but Scorpion would manage.

      He checked the load in the magazine. He found 7.62-millimetre hollow-point, boat-tail cartridges. There was a full load of ten in the mag.

      “This will be satisfactory,” said Scorpion.

      He returned to the laptop, found the browser for access to the dark web and clicked on it. Scorpion had been careful with his money. He didn’t drink much, had invested wisely, but every man has his vices. For Scorpion, vanity proved to be an expensive trait to indulge. He liked bespoke suits, shirts, and cars. The bill from his tailor in Tokyo often came in over fifty thousand dollars. The suit on his back was one such indulgence. He stripped his tie and opened the top button on his shirt as he waited for the dark site he’d selected to load.

      The screen changed and Scorpion entered the registration number and vehicle identification number for his Jaguar into the search box. On another screen he entered the access code for the car’s electronic brain. The Jag cost him over six figures. He kept it in a lock-up in the east end of London and had driven it on only a dozen or so occasions. The inevitable drawback with such expensive, top-of-the-range cars came with the increasing amounts of technology. Scorpion’s Jaguar came fitted with a GPS navigation system. Like any satellite system, it could be hacked. And Scorpion preferred if his movements were not tracked, so he’d remotely disconnected the GPS. This meant he had no satellite navigation, but for a city like London, he didn’t need it. He’d come to know the place well.

      The GPS system in the Jaguar came back on line, and within moments Scorpion had the location of the car on screen. The Jaguar was at the end of a long, private lane in the middle of the English countryside. When the British agent had gotten into his car and driven away, Scorpion had anticipated he would dump the car somewhere. The dump site would provide a starting point for his search for Hailey Banks.

      Only this was not a dump site. It was a fortress. Banks was there. In that house.

      The troublesome agent was there too. He knew it.

      And he was coming for both of them.
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      Milton had always hated large English country houses. They spoke of unearned privilege. The floor-to-ceiling oak panelling on the walls, the art, the chandeliers, the parquet tiled floor, all of it a testament to the wealth of the English upper classes, and, by definition, a stark reminder of how little most of the country had by comparison.

      He’d asked for a computer with Internet access and Sanger led him and Hailey up the ornate staircase to the first floor. They stood outside a heavy set of double doors carved from solid oak.

      “This is the heart of Lazarus House. I expect both of you to forget what you see here,” said Sanger.

      He opened the doors to a large room with a cavernous ceiling. It would have been a vast reception room at one time, or perhaps a small ballroom, judging by the chandeliers. As it was, the room had several groups of sofas and chairs in the centre, some with video cameras pointed at chairs. Beyond this, at the back of the room, were row upon row of clothes racks filled with men’s and women’s clothing wrapped in cellophane as if they’d just been returned from the dry cleaner’s. Banks of filing cabinets lined the wall on the left, and computer stations and printers on the right. Sanger led them to a computer on an antique table and logged in.

      He selected an Internet browser and opened it. Hailey sat down and logged on to her email account. She seemed to have moved past the shock of the evening’s events. Milton had often seen the same thing in combat. After the initial trauma of a grenade attack or a barrage of enemy fire, soldiers suddenly remembered that they had a job to do. The task of accessing her emails and finding the article she had been working on seemed to focus Hailey’s mind.

      “What is this place?” said Milton.

      Sanger nodded, beckoning to Milton to step away from Hailey. Milton followed him across the room to the metal filing cabinets. Each cabinet drawer bore a letter of the alphabet, and the cabinets stretched across half the length of the room.

      “This is where we raise the dead,” said Sanger, making sure to keep his voice low so that Hailey wouldn’t hear. “In each drawer is a birth certificate, passport, bank account details, work record and list of addresses for an individual. An imagined life.”

      He opened a drawer, selected a British passport and handed it to Milton. He opened it, found the ID page and noted there was no photograph to match the name and address.

      “Every ID document is created here, apart from the birth certificate. That’s real. Each birth certificate is for an infant who passed away before their first birthday. We have birth certificates from every part of the country, stretching back seventy years. When we need a cover for an agent or source, they come here. This is where we give new life to the dead. It’s a shared facility with MI6. I imagine if you ever think of retiring, you might have to pay us a visit, old boy.”

      Milton nodded. Retirement was the last thing on his mind.

      “Would you and Ms Banks care for tea?” said Sanger.

      Shaking his head, Milton said, “You boys in the service are all the same. I take it you have good Scotch? Make it two doubles.”

      “Splendid,” said Sanger.

      The MI5 man threw up the shutter on a roll top desk in the corner to reveal a decanter and glasses.

      Milton left him to it and returned to Hailey.

      “This is it,” she said, pointing at the screen.

      Milton read the document. He found the article insightful, well written, and interesting on a personal level. It began with an interview of Fred Gould. An eighty-two-year-old man who lived in a tower block in Peckham. He was the last resident of the monstrous tower that had been built in the sixties. He had also been the first. Property developers had bought out the tenants and the land. Fred had been reluctant to leave. The narrative moved to other parts of London and the severe lack of affordable housing. The rich, it seemed, were buying the poor and the middle classes out of London. As a piece of journalism, Milton enjoyed it. It touched upon the political, social and personal levels of the growing housing crisis, and those who would seek to profit from the market.

      Nothing that would result in the author being killed.

      Or was there?

      “In your research, did you notice anything about the companies who were buying up these properties?” said Milton.

      “Nothing especially. There are half a dozen that featured heavily in the biggest deals,” said Hailey.

      “Do you have their names?” said Milton.

      Hailey closed the article and found an earlier email with her sources and research. Opened it. There were a lot of attachments. Some of them were from Companies House. Milton opened them and read the company information, focussing on the lists of directors.

      He stopped when he saw one name and made a call to Control.

      “Where are you?” said Control.

      “Lazarus House. MI5 facility in –”

      “I know it. All quiet?”

      “So far. I’ve been doing some homework. The Saudi prince that Scorpion took out earlier, what was his name?”

      Control said the name, and Milton’s suspicions were confirmed.

      “I think I’ve found the link between the targets.”

      Hailey swallowed. Milton met her eyes as he laid it out for Control.

      “Hailey Banks was working on an article about property tycoons and companies buying up social housing. One of the companies buying up large swathes of property belonged to the prince. Hailey’s search of the company would’ve been logged at Companies House. I’d bet the prince was using the black Russian banks to finance the deals. Any exposure in the press could be catastrophic for those banks and the individuals behind them.”

      For over a hundred years, Russia had essentially been two countries. A million miles of rural backwater and towns crippled by communism, and the heavy, rich industrial centre. The latest regime had discovered that loyalty, political ideals and patriotism were flimsy concepts when it came to solidifying power. Money worked a lot better. The corruption at the heart of the Russian state operated on truckloads of money, and a black market banking system where Russian officials of state, oligarchs and mobsters alike could fund their lifestyles. It was easy to make money in Russia if you were corrupt, or powerful enough. The real problem came when you needed to move money out of the country.

      The London property market was the new Monte Carlo for the Russians. It simply wouldn’t do if a British journalist suddenly discovered that the Russian Interior Minister owned half of the property on the South Bank.

      The solution was typically Soviet. The SVR would purge the problem. The journalist who potentially unmasked the scheme, the middleman – the prince – and one other.

      “Who is the third target?” said Milton.

      “That information is above your pay grade. Stay where you are for now,” said Control, and ended the call.

      Hailey rubbed her temples and said, “So I’m a target because of an article I haven’t even published yet? I mean, I didn’t even know about this scheme.”

      “Your background as a conflict correspondent would’ve done you no favours. They weren’t to know what angle you were taking on this story. But they knew the truth, and they couldn’t risk it coming out. The simple thing is to kill the story and the sources. Then move on. There are any number of wealthy men who will act as a front for this kind of money. Money-laundering has to be a risk-averse operation for the Russian government.”

      Sanger placed two crystal tumblers on the desk in front of them. Milton sipped at the Scotch. It was good. Hailey downed hers and grimaced.

      “I don’t normally drink this stuff,” she said. “Can I have another?”

      “Of course,” said Sanger, refilling her glass.

      “I need to talk with these men. Are you alright here?” said Milton.

      Hailey nodded, took the second glass of Scotch in hand and moved to one of the sofas. Milton and Sanger moved out of the room, onto the balcony overlooking the entrance hall.

      “I need to know about this house. What kind of defences do you have here?” said Milton.

      “There are CCTV cameras all over the property. Front and back. When the Ministry took over the house in the Second World War, they cleared the trees at the front of the house. You can see an approach at a thousand yards. Hidden cameras at the end of the lane, where it meets the main road, of course. The only weak point at the front of the house is the hill on the left. It was simply too big a job. There’s a rocky outcrop up there at the summit, good spot for a sniper, but it would be a hell of a shot from there. You could just about hit the front door if you had serious talent. There’s a line of trees that runs behind the house to the hill, but again it’s a good distance away for a sniper and we have infrared cameras in the trees. There is one point of entry at the rear, and we can cover any approach from the windows.”

      Milton nodded. An attack on this house would not be easy for any force.

      “Do you have an armoury?” said Milton.

      “Follow me,” said Sanger.

      They took their glasses to the ground floor and then to a secure room in the west of the house. On the wall were a dozen antique shotguns in a glass cabinet. A few old hunting rifles and a drawer full of ammunition. A small workroom led off the main armoury. It contained two workbenches and a range of tools.

      “We’re not going after stag, I’m afraid,” said Milton.

      “This facility has never suffered an attack. With my three men, plus me, you have four MP5s at your disposal. Between the five of us, we can cover all approaches to the house. What we have is more than sufficient to deal with one man,” said Sanger.

      Milton drained his glass, put it down on a table and opened the cabinets. He selected two double-barrelled shotguns, two boxes of ammunition and took them to the workroom. He placed the items on one of the benches.

      “Trouble is, I don’t think we’ll just be dealing with one man. If Scorpion knows where we are, which I expect he does, he’ll know that we will have Hailey under armed guard. This man has strong links to the Russian mafia. I already dealt with two of them. Unless I’m mistaken, he’ll come with a force of his own.”

      “We can deal with a few gangsters,” said Sanger.

      “I hope so. Don’t underestimate these men. Many have had paramilitary training. They’re not professional soldiers, but they are professional killers. That can’t be dismissed so easily,” said Milton, checking his Glock. He had eight rounds left in the magazine. That would not be enough.

      He placed one of the shotguns in the vice at the end of the workbench. Tightened the vice, selected a hacksaw that hung above the table and began to saw twelve inches off the double-barrelled weapon.

      Sanger looked on in horror. He said something, but Milton couldn’t hear him over the whine of the saw blade on the barrel. He worked the saw quickly and was pleased that the blade held true and worked fast through the barrel. Within a minute Milton had sawn through the last barrel. There was a loud clang as the offcut hit the floor. Next, Milton flipped the gun around and took off the back of the stock to make it, effectively, into a makeshift pistol grip.

      Sanger covered his mouth and said, “The housemaster will be furious. That’s an antique gun. It’s worth fifty thousand pounds!”

      “Not anymore,” said Milton, with a smile.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Half an hour later, Milton had traversed the grounds of the house with Sanger pointing out firing positions and weak spots. The rocky hilltop would be a perfect position for a sniper to pick off anyone leaving the house, but only if the hilltop was three hundred yards closer to the house. There was little light, but Milton estimated that perhaps only a dozen men in the world could make an accurate shot from that range.

      “They’ll hit us from the rear,” said Milton, sitting on the hilltop.

      From this position, they could see the house and the line of trees that began behind the hill and ran down around the back of the house.

      “There’s no cover here. A frontal assault would be suicide. We’ll have to move the cars into the garage. Don’t want to give them an opportunity for cover right in front of the building. If we do that, they’ll come around and use the trees at the back of the house for cover,” said Milton.

      He lit a cigarette and looked back down the lane towards the road.

      “If all five of us took up positions at the rear, we could pick them off pretty easily,” said Sanger.

      Milton shook his head. “That only works if there’s a small number. Eventually we’d run out of ammunition. No, that won’t work.”

      “Excuse me, but there are contingency plans in place for an attack. We have three-hundred-and-sixty-degree views from the east and west towers. Two or three men in the lower windows, spread out, and this place is impregnable.”

      “Only if you have five hundred rounds per man. How many rounds do you have?”

      “Each shooter has twenty rounds,” said Sanger.

      “Exactly, that’s the problem. There’s a better way to defend this house,” said Milton.

      “How?”

      “We attack them,” said Milton.

      [image: ]
* * *

      It was an hour before sunrise. Both men had moved the vehicles into the garage, and they stood in the entrance hall with Hailey. Milton had briefed Sanger and Hailey before the rest of Sanger’s men. He’d given Hailey the other shotgun, which he’d left unaltered. Told her how to load it.

      “Don’t worry about aiming,” said Milton. “Just point it and squeeze the trigger.”

      Hailey nodded, felt the weight of the gun and practiced pointing it at the wall. She tucked the stock deep into her shoulder, adjusting her footing as Milton had explained. Gently, Milton put his hand on the gun and pushed it toward the floor.

      “Be careful, these old guns are powerful. Don’t point at anything unless you are prepared to shoot.”

      “Okay, I think I’ve got it,” said Hailey. She was shaking again. Milton had a plan. He had training. He’d been in worse spots before. He was calm. An iron rod in a hurricane. It seemed to Milton that Hailey took comfort in his determination. She blew out her cheeks, closed her eyes and stopped the wave of panic.

      “You’re one of the strongest people I’ve ever met,” said Milton.

      Hailey stared at him, dumbfounded. “That doesn’t fill me with confidence. Have you met me? I’m a nervous wreck. John, I’m so scared. I’m bloody terrified. And you… you’re not even remotely frightened, are you?”

      “No, I’m not. I do this for a living. And that doesn’t make me brave. You can’t be brave if you’re not scared. That’s what bravery is, Hailey. It’s the men and women who go on despite their fear. Now, you two know the plan. When I give the signal, you get to the garage and you run. Sanger will take you.”

      Without another word she threw her arms around Milton, holding him tightly. He whispered to her, and she broke the embrace.

      “I’ll make sure she makes it out,” said Sanger.

      Milton then spent time briefing the other agents. Jones was a former Welsh Guardsman. A tall man with a slow, steady manner. He would be a good man to have at the security cameras. Then there was Connolly – shorter than Jones by a foot but much more aggressive. The last man was Piper. He had the least hands-on experience and was more of a pure analyst than the others. Still, Milton sensed Piper would not desert him in a firefight, and indeed the man handled his MP5 well.

      “You all know what to do?” said Milton.

      They did.

      A distant alarm sounded in a room just off the main hallway. Jones set off towards it. He reached the threshold of the room and stared at the monitors.

      “They’re here,” he said.
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      The lead van pulled up and stopped at the entrance to the private lane that led to Lazarus House. Scorpion had used the time on the road wisely. He’d found Google Earth images of the property and the layout of the surrounding grounds. He’d then cross-referenced the satellite imagery with Ordnance Survey maps and even managed to access the local council website and obtained plans of the building from before it was acquired by the government.

      Scorpion knew the layout of the building, the grounds and the terrain.

      He always went prepared.

      “Turn around, go back down the road a few hundred yards and stop there,” said Scorpion to the driver of the van. He didn’t question his orders, simply turned the vehicle and trusted the second driver to follow suit.

      They drove back the way they’d come until Scorpion told the driver to stop. The rural, country road was deserted this time of night. It had been ten minutes, at least, when they’d last seen a house or farm before they hit Lazarus House. So there was no one to see Scorpion and seven burly men with automatic weapons pouring out of two black vans in the middle of the English countryside.

      Vitali had chosen to stay behind, but his driver, the giant Russian who went by the name of Marko, came in his stead.

      One by one, they climbed the fence that separated the road from the line of trees. Scorpion would not allow any torchlight. It was close to sunrise. Perhaps only an hour until the sun crested the horizon. The sky had a purplish, bluish hue. Not full dark. But as soon as they stepped into the forest, they were all but blind. Visibility was down to less than ten feet in some parts, but in the most densely wooded areas, some of the Russians couldn’t even see to the end of their machine guns.

      Scorpion led them slowly through the trees. He grimaced at every step. The Russians were deadly, no doubt, but they were noisy in this environment. Even though they didn’t speak, their boots were heavy on the ground, and if there was a twig to be snapped underfoot, they snapped it. And a twig or branch breaking in a forest sounded almost like a gunshot.

      “Keep it quiet,” whispered Scorpion, as loudly as he dared.

      The loudest of his companions was Marko. Scorpion was a good thirty paces ahead of him, and he could still hear him breathing, the thump of his size fourteen boots on the soft, mossy floor and the cracking of stray branches as Marko walked calmly through them. It would have made less noise to simply drive the van through the forest, thought Scorpion. The van was only marginally wider and heavier than the Russian giant.

      Stopping now and again, Scorpion used his scope to look at the house – making sure they kept it on their left and stayed at a suitable distance. Soon the ground began to slope up gently on the left.

      The beginnings of the hill that lay beyond the trees. Scorpion got his bearings and marked the bark of a tree with a knife he borrowed from Marko. They ploughed on until they’d passed the house for some time. Only deep forest on their left. A sharp left turn, and five minutes later the house came into view again. This time, they could see the rear of the building.

      Scorpion had seven men at his disposal. He didn’t know any of them. They had been bought and paid for. A military unit would attack the building as one, in a co-ordinated firing pattern with a sniper flanking one side.

      This wasn’t Scorpion’s old unit. He held no loyalty to these men. The only thing that mattered was the kill. Hailey Banks had to die tonight. That was the only result that mattered. If the troublesome British agent died too, well, that was a mere bonus.

      He knelt down behind a tree and thought for a moment, examining the Dragunov rifle. It looked in excellent condition. He could tell it had been fired often, cleaned and maintained well. More preferable to a new weapon that had never been fired. In his mind, he calculated the distance between the top of the hill and the house. Looked again at the rifle.

      The challenge excited him. And he accepted.

      It had all become clear when he’d thought of the Russians. Seven men. At his disposal. That was his initial thought, and he’d been wrong.

      He had seven men who were disposable.

      Beckoning the men to him, he laid out the approach.

      “When I call Marko, you attack the rear of the house. All of you make your way to the top of the tree line. Take out the men at each tower. Or better yet, keep their heads down with covering fire and then rush the house. You need to get inside. Kill the agent who murdered your family tonight. Avenge them. I will be on the hill, looking out with my rifle. If the British try to run, I will pick them off. One by one. When the girl tries to run, I will have her. Remember, when I give Marko the signal, with as much speed and firepower as you have, get inside the house. Agreed?”

      They agreed.

      Scorpion made his way back through the trees in total silence. No snapping of branches, no heavy breathing, no loud footfalls. He moved like a breath of foul air through the forest and came upon the mark he’d left on the bark of a tree. Turning right, Scorpion soon emerged from the shelter of the forest to a tall hill. Keeping low, he moved quickly up the incline until the house disappeared behind the rise. The climb proved steep. With the rate of his ascent, by the time he’d reached the top, his legs were burning and he was out of breath. Crawling on his belly, Scorpion looked over the rocks at the precipice.

      The sun was threatening the horizon behind him, and he could see the front door and the garage doors to the right.

      Bringing the rifle to bear, he looked through the scope.

      Nine hundred and forty, maybe nine hundred and fifty yards from the front door. Not an impossible shot, by any means. A high degree of difficulty, certainly. Conditions could have been better, but they could also have been worse. There was no wind, and he was in an elevated firing position. On the downside, it was still dark and he was shooting with a weapon inferior to his preferred rifle.

      Scorpion put down the Dragunov and sent a text to Marko.

      Now it begins.
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      Milton’s legs and arms were beginning to ache. He was used to being uncomfortable. That particular acclimatisation came in basic training: wading through freezing cold rivers, crawling for hours through mud and thick grasses, or even sleeping on the British Army standard military-issue mattress could be a challenging exercise in itself.

      But this…

      This was high on his list of discomfort.

      Milton managed to get his right foot in the space between two branches, which took some of his weight, but he still had to cling onto the body of the tree with his arms. He didn’t know how long he’d been there, or when he’d last climbed a tree, but the cramp in his shoulders was worth it. He’d watched the Russians moving below him. Walking slowly toward the house, through the trees.

      He’d waited until the Russians got into position. They’d spread out into a staggered firing line. An inverted V shape, with the tip of the spear being a Russian with an AR-15, right at the last tree before the clearing in between the forest and the house.

      “Seven hostile targets,” said Jones, his voice loud and clear in Milton’s Bluetooth headset.

      “I counted six below me,” whispered Milton.

      “There’s a big man. He’s stepped out of shot. Could be approaching Lazarus from the side. I have six armed targets on camera. Looks like the heavy crew from the Russian mob,” said Jones.

      “Does Hailey recognise Scorpion?”

      “The images aren’t clear enough, especially on infrared.”

      Jones had agreed to man the security station and feed Milton information on the Russians. This section of the forest had covert CCTV cameras. It felt to Milton like he was getting information straight from the All Mighty. He knew Hailey was sitting beside Jones in the security room on the ground floor, watching the monitors for Scorpion.

      “Targets are taking up firing positions just before the clearing,” said Jones.

      It was time.

      Milton eased his way along the branch and leapt the last ten feet to the soft earth. Quickly, he turned and sought cover. Waited. No sounds of feet approaching him.

      “You’re clear to move,” said Jones.

      Drawing his Glock, Milton moved toward Lazarus House in a crouched position. He was approaching the armed force from their rear. The last thing they would expect. His gaze flicked between the forest bed and the trees ahead of him. As long as he made it to the first man without being detected, he had a chance. Moving quickly and keeping a light step was a skill all by itself. There was a method to it, like everything else. Heel, toe. Heel, toe. He was careful to only apply his weight once his boot had already touched the ground. That meant each step had to kiss the earth as softly as a baby’s lips on a kitten. The movement is alien at first, but Milton had practised until he felt like he could walk on water.

      “Coming up on target one, sixty feet away on your eleven o’clock,” said Jones.

      The first target came into view. The man had his back to Milton as he craned his neck around the tree to get a good look at the building ahead. He wore a woollen hat pulled down tight on his head and held a mini Uzi down by his side. The next target was only six feet in front of the first man. The next, seven feet ahead of the second, and this man was the lead. The top of the inverted V.

      As Milton closed in on the first man, he picked up a large rock about the size of a loaf of bread and continued his silent approach.

      At six feet from the first man, Milton raised the rock over his head with his right hand. It wasn’t easy, the damn thing must have weighed twenty pounds and it was difficult to handle. Springing forward, he brought the rock down on top of the man’s skull. The thick, woollen hat muffled the worst of the sound – a dull, wet, crunching noise. Instantly, the man fell to the ground, and Milton had his Glock up, selecting the next target.

      A burst of fire from the towers of Lazarus House broke into the trees. The Russians returned fire. And Milton had his chance. He had to time it perfectly. If the Russians discovered him, he was outnumbered and outgunned. The only hope of staying hidden lay in timing his shot so that the report from the Glock was masked by the sound of Russian fire.

      A single crack from the Glock and the next man in front of him went down with a bullet in the back of his neck. His legs simply folded beneath him, like a puppet who’d had its strings severed.

      Milton’s shot had been half a second too late. It sounded out around the forest, unmasked by the Russian machine gun fire.

      “On your right, at three o’clock,” said Jones.

      Milton dropped to his knees, spun and fired quickly. More on instinct than sight. He missed the target, his round sending a burst of tree bark into the air. The man he’d aimed at had ducked behind an old, twisted oak. Milton found cover behind a tree of his own, waiting for the next burst of gunfire from the Russians on his left or the lead man, something to cover the sound of his own gun.

      None came.

      Instead, he heard Jones in his ear.

      “Three men, they’re rushing your position. Get out of there!”

      Milton resisted the urge to flee. He knew there was no time when he saw the muzzle of an old M16 coming around the tree trunk.
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      When Scorpion heard the first shots, he began his routine. His eyes closed as he laid his head down on the grass, feeling the dew on his face. Spreading out his arms and legs, he began to feel his own weight on his chest. The slow rise of his body with each intake of breath. Visualising the target in his sights, Scorpion became wilfully conscious of his body. He felt every beat of his heart. He felt his calf muscles and the backs of his thighs stretching. The pull of his biceps, the sound and rate of his breath.

      Target. Breath. Target. Breath.

      There was nothing in his mind other than that visualisation. The bullet ripping into flesh. He lay there with only the soft zephyr of air coming and going from his lungs as gently as the new tide.

      Within seconds his heart rate dropped. He’d discovered that nothing improved his target shooting more than yoga and meditation. He needed to be at one with the rifle. Still and sure as granite. Shooting a target at this distance required more than simple talent or technique. It required total commitment. Mind and body in complete stillness. One millimetre of movement, and the round would fall short of its destination.

      He sat up on his elbows, found the grip of the Dragunov with his right hand, and the right side of his face rested on the cheek guard. He popped the cover on the optical sight and stayed focussed on the garage doors.

      The shot window would be small. A second. Perhaps two. No more.

      The Scorpion lay in wait.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            15

          

        

      

    

    
      Over his career, Milton had spent hundreds of hours on the firing range. Thousands of rounds spent. And in the current situation, none of it helped him in the least.

      It’s one thing to put a hole in a bullseye from a hundred yards, it’s another thing when the target is three feet from you with an M16 in your face.

      That is a different skill. In that case, the gun is a hand-to-hand weapon. And the most effective ever built.

      Milton grabbed the barrel of the M16 with his left hand. The shooter reacted in the natural fashion; he began to pull at the rifle, trying to dislodge Milton’s grip. Only Milton was not resisting, he was using the enemy’s inevitable and predictable reaction against him.

      Instead of pulling back, Milton stepped toward the shooter, putting the working end of the rifle safely behind him. As he did so, he saw the shooter’s face for the first time. A well-kept black beard, brown eyes that were as wide as the moon. Milton could no longer use the sights to aim the Glock. Instead, he kept his wrist straight.

      And pointed.

      A shot from the Glock took the Russian with the M16 in the belly. Milton moved closer, grabbed the injured man, and used him as a shield, hugging him close. Two swift movements of his gun hand. Left and right. Half a second. Two shots.

      Two bodies.

      Both men who stood behind the Russian with the M16 were hit. Each had taken a shot to the centre of their chest.

      Now he had time to aim. One man was in such bad shape he didn’t need an extra bullet. But one did. A tap to the forehead before Milton angled the Glock and put one in the head of the man beside him. The body dropped, and as it did, Milton could see a Russian in the clearing beyond, rushing the house. The dust clouds from ricochets twirled around the advancing Russian’s feet. Just ahead. Just behind. The MI5 men were not the best marksmen, and their weaponry was not built for accuracy over long distances.

      “There’s a potential breach. Get Hailey out,” said Milton.

      “Roger that,” said Jones.

      Milton checked the Glock. Three rounds left.

      An array of automatic weapons lay at his feet. He left them there. No way of knowing that those weapons would fire without testing them and giving away his position in the process if the gun proved operational. Nothing got a man killed quicker than a feed jam on an automatic. Milton couldn’t take the chance.

      He heard more firing from the British operatives and nothing in return. Either the Russian had advanced to the house, or he was dead or hiding. Milton couldn’t see him. He had to trust that MI5 had finally done something right.

      There was no time to go hunting for the last remaining mobster. He needed to move. Milton had one chance of catching Scorpion, and he wasn’t going to waste it. Not today.

      Milton set off, staying within the forest and circling back toward the front of the building. He no longer cared about revealing his position. If he came under fire, he would have a few seconds to duck to cover. A target moving through a forest at speed is hard to hit even if the shooter unloaded a full clip from an automatic.

      Scanning the trees as he ran, Milton checked for hostiles. He glanced to the left as he passed the base of a wide oak tree, and then his feet left him.

      For a second, he thought he’d run full speed into a tree. If felt like a thick, stiff branch had caught him in the chest. His momentum swung his legs forward, his torso twisting and the air punched clean out of his chest. He lost his hold on the Glock.

      He landed awkwardly with his right shoulder the first thing to hit the forest floor. Such was the impact that took him down, he could already feel a sharp pain radiating from his neck before he hit the ground. He imagined it was what whiplash felt like.

      When he opened his eyes, he saw spots floating in the air. He felt sick, and the pain in his right shoulder and neck were becoming a single paralysing mass. He looked up to see the tree branch holding a nine millimetre Beretta. The branch began to tilt down toward him. His right arm wouldn’t move, the pain took his breath away, and instead he kicked out at the gun. It was the big Russian that Jones had talked about on the phone. The man was so big that the Beretta almost looked like a toy gun in his massive hands. Milton’s heel connected sharply with the Russian’s wrist and he watched the gun fly from his grip.

      He tried to sit up, but his body wouldn’t obey. The Russian stood over him, and those big hands came down. One grabbed his jacket, the other his pant leg. The Russian’s head looked like a wrecking ball. Milton thought about punching him with his left, but the sheer size of that head made him think again. If he punched him, he’d probably break his hand on that head. A sledgehammer might not survive an impact with that skull.

      Milton reached for the zipper on his jacket, but it was too late. He was suddenly airborne. This monster had picked him up off the ground, dead weight, and hurled him at a tree. The only thing Milton could do was cover his head with his left hand. His body spun, mid- flight, the forest a blur, until his lower back found a tree trunk. That stopped him, but the world kept spinning.

      Maybe he blacked out for a second, he couldn’t be sure, but it seemed that the Russian was right on top of him immediately. He saw the big man raise his boot for a stomp. He had to hold onto a tree to steady himself while he wound up that leg to come down on top of Milton’s face like a pneumatic press.

      Milton’s left hand found the zipper at the neck of his jacket. He pulled it all the way down, exposing the antique sawn-off. He grabbed the stock, aimed it upwards, between the Russian’s legs, and pulled both triggers.

      The gun bucked in his hand, sending a needle of pain into his wrist. A wet slap hit the tree opposite him, and the Russian was no longer there.

      Milton got to his feet. Swore, looked around for the Glock. He found it next to what was left of the Russian. He caught his breath and checked the magazine. Two rounds in the mag and one chambered. Searching the dead leaves, twigs and moss, Milton couldn’t find his phone or earpiece. He must have lost it when the Russian tossed him. He looked for the dead man’s Beretta, but that, too, was lost amid the dead leaves. He stood still, thinking. He couldn’t afford to waste any more time. He had to move.

      Slowly at first, Milton began to run. Within twenty feet he was pumping his legs, faster and faster, and trusting the adrenaline to fight the pain. He’d given the evacuation signal for Hailey to be moved. Milton should have been in position by now. He should be covering her.

      And he was nowhere near.
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      Hailey sat by the monitors, with Jones, and watched Milton wade through the Russian mafia. At times, she couldn’t look. These were real men meeting a very real death. Great journalism is all about empathy. That was what she’d been taught at the start of her career. It had been both a blessing and a curse. Her writing captured the human cost of conflict, and each death that she’d witnessed, each aftermath, each blazing hill, each crying child and desperate mother had left its mark on Hailey. Her duty, her gift, was to pass that mark onto the reader.

      Jones turned and nodded at Sanger. He had stood behind them both, watching Milton work.

      “Hailey, it’s time,” said Sanger.

      She stood, felt her legs wobble and grabbed onto the back of the chair. Sanger took her arm.

      “It’s alright. We’re going to get you out now. Just as we planned. Follow me, quickly,” he said. His tone was that of the English upper crust. Men who ordered other men to die. To whom life and death were merely different marks on a page.

      Hailey let him guide her, and she found strength in her legs as she pushed herself to keep up with Sanger’s pace. They marched to the end of the room, through a door and onto the landing. He slowed as they came down the staircase. Hailey imagined he didn’t want to risk her falling and twisting an ankle. At the bottom of the stairs they turned left and went through another door. She found herself in a short corridor. The ornate flooring and plush, decorative rugs had gone. The bare concrete underfoot felt cold, even through her trainers. There was little light from the one naked bulb that hung overhead.

      At the end of the corridor Sanger stopped abruptly in front of the Range Rover, found a light switch on the wall and flicked it on. She could see the light reflected in the shine on the Range Rover’s bonnet. Sanger opened the driver’s door, put one foot in the cab and turned to Hailey.

      She had never felt so afraid. Hailey knew Sanger could see it. He had been trained for nights like this. He knew what to do, how to react. She didn’t. She was relying on him to protect her.

      “It’s alright, Hailey. It’s going to work out just fine. Soon as you clear the grounds of the house, you’ll be fine. Now, get in,” said Sanger.
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      The last burst of gunfire had come from an MP5. Scorpion felt sure of that. Judging by the sound of the firefight, he had lost a lot of men. One, maybe two remained. The focussed attack on the rear of the property had always been an educated gamble.

      Sweat from his forehead dripped onto the optical sight, and he used his sleeve to wipe it. He couldn’t allow anything to cloud that lens.

      A sound pierced the soft murmuring of the trees. A shotgun. It sounded closer than the other shot groupings. The giant is probably dead, thought Scorpion. He had told Marko to stay in the forest and make sure the British didn’t come through the trees to flank him on this hill.

      They were on their way.

      At that moment, the garage doors began to rise. Scorpion immediately fought down the quickening in his blood. He’d lowered his heart rate and now needed to keep it that way. The shot would come.

      Slowly, the door ascended, folding back on itself the further it rose. He could see the light spilling from the garage, growing on the gravel driveway.

      Breathe. In. Out.

      His sights found the Range Rover as it backed out of the garage. He saw the wheels first, then the trunk.

      Perhaps it was excitement, but he sensed movement behind him. The British were at the bottom of the hill. They wouldn’t be able to see him yet. He told himself he had time to take the shot and then turn and face his attacker.

      He dared not turn. Scorpion wouldn’t get another chance at this target. He had to make the shot first.

      The garage door drew level with the low roof and stopped. And the Range Rover backed out further.

      The light from the garage filled the interior of the car. In the back seat, on the passenger side, Scorpion saw the familiar chocolate brown hair that draped over Hailey’s shoulders. He steadied his sights, adjusted for recoil, let every ounce of air escape his body and began squeezing the trigger on the Dragunov.

      Heavy footsteps behind him. The sound of a man panting as he climbed the hill. Not far from his position now. Maybe thirty feet. In five seconds the British would see him.

      The car angled its turn as it reversed further and stopped. The driver was changing gear, and in one second the car’s wheels would spin, and it would take off for the lane and the B roads and the motorway, and his chance would be lost.

      Scorpion pulled the trigger.

      The back window of the Range Rover shattered. He was so far away he could barely hear it. Like a wine glass breaking in a room next door. Eagerly, his eye sought out confirmation, his finger feathering pressure on the trigger for a second shot.

      That brown hair had altered. Turned red. The bullet had sheared through most of the skull. The head lolled to one side; blood and brain matter covered what remained of the glass, which clung to the outer edges of the window frame.

      Hailey Banks was dead.

      The driver’s door opened, and the driver got out low. He must have rolled out, because Scorpion couldn’t get a shot. He would have to leave him. There were more pressing matters.

      Scorpion drew the rifle towards him, then rolled onto his back and swung the weapon in the direction of the approaching attacker. He couldn’t draw a side-arm, he had to use the gun in his hand. The length of the barrel meant it took a long time to turn, like swinging a battleship around.

      The rifle stopped moving, as if it had been caught in a vice.

      At first he saw a hand on the rifle, then he felt a boot on his bicep and he lost his grip on the weapon, which was wrenched from him. The barrel of a Glock loomed into view, pointed straight at him. There was no move to be made. If he reached for a gun or tried to grab the Glock, he would be dead in a heartbeat.

      Scorpion let his head fall to the grass beneath him and he gazed up into the face of the man who had been sent to kill him.

      He knew instantly it was the agent he’d spoken to on the phone. He didn’t need to hear the agent’s voice to know it was him. It was easy, he could tell by the anguished look on the agent’s face as he stared beyond Scorpion, down the hill and towards the Range Rover. Emotional suffering was a foreign country to Scorpion. He didn’t feel anything. That was what made him so effective. And so valuable to the SVR.

      He thought the British agent needed experience. That one cared too much. Too deeply. Yet in the corner of those blue eyes he saw the other side of the agent. The side that pulled triggers without a second thought.

      Two souls were at war in this man, thought Scorpion.

      When the agent glanced back at him, he saw the rage surge in those eyes. He raised the Glock, and the last thing Scorpion saw was the butt of that weapon hurtling toward his head.
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      By the time Milton had finished his third Scotch, the assassin had begun to stir. They were in an interrogation room in Lazarus House. No oak panels on these walls. Everything was lined with soundproofing materials. A digital voice recorder and video camera sat on a table at the side of the room. Scorpion’s head was bent over his chest, and he was beginning to regain consciousness. When he awoke, his head would feel like it was about to fall off. The cut on his forehead had at least stopped bleeding, but there could be no argument – Scorpion was in bad shape.

      Milton poured a fourth Scotch and placed the bottle back down on the floor. He drained the glass, left it beside the bottle at his feet and approached Scorpion.

      They were alone. No one listening. No one recording. That was how Milton wanted this meeting.

      Scorpion raised his head, and Milton watched the man struggle, testing the handcuffs and the cable ties securing his arms to the back of the chair.

      Their eyes met and they became still. Like two panthers suddenly stumbling upon one another in the middle of a rainforest.

      Milton sensed a deadness in Scorpion’s gaze. As if something vital that gave life to the eyes had either died or had been buried so far down in the darkness that its light no longer reached the iris. That lifeless stare was at once familiar to Milton. He’d seen it before. He’d occasionally caught a glimpse of it in the mirror.

      Scorpion pulled at his bonds again, then stopped. Such a struggle would prove pointless, and the Russian assassin knew it.

      Milton held a mobile phone within inches of Scorpion’s face and said, “Call your contact in the SVR. Update them. Tell them you’ve encountered problems. You need more funds to complete the contract. You want half a million euros transferred to an account in Zurich. I’ll give you the account details when you make the call.”

      “Why should I do that? Why help you?” said Scorpion.

      Milton placed his feet a further few inches apart, lowered his head and answered the question. “You will make this call. You will assist me in identifying the SVR covert operations director. You will do this or you are no use to me. Assassins who are no longer useful don’t tend to live very long. Do you understand? And don’t waste my time. If you delay, I’ll hurt you before I put a round in your skull. We both know you’re not prepared to die to protect your country. If you were, you would still be in the SVR. Now, what’s the number for your contact?”

      Milton saw the trace of a smile on Scorpion’s lips.

      “You and I are not so very different, I think,” said Scorpion.

      “You’re wrong,” said Milton, more to himself than the man bound to the chair before him.

      Taking a slip of paper from his pocket, Milton held out the phone once more with his other hand and said, “Last chance.”

      The Russian called out a phone number. Milton keyed it into the phone as the Russian spoke, and hit dial.

      The call was quickly answered, and Milton heard Scorpion rhyming off a prepared greeting. Code words of some kind. He then reverted to English.

      “The prince and the girl are dead. I’ve spent many lives. Had to pay the mob for some bodies. I need five hundred thousand euros to complete. Not in my usual account. I can’t access it. Too much heat,” said Scorpion.

      After a pause, the voice on the other end of the line finally spoke. Milton listened with the call on speakerphone, but couldn’t discern a specific region from the Russian accent.

      “Give me the account number,” said the voice.

      Milton held out the slip of paper with the account name and number.

      “Twelve hours and the money will be in your account. Don’t fail me,” said the voice, and hung up the call.

      “You won’t get far with this plan,” said Scorpion. “The transfer account will be virtually untraceable. And the phone number will no longer be in use after tomorrow. I’ve given you nothing.”

      Although he didn’t want to admit it in front of Scorpion, Milton thought he was probably correct.

      The door to the interrogation room opened, and Control stepped inside, followed hurriedly by Sanger.

      “What is going on?” said Control.

      Milton noticed the change in Scorpion immediately. The Russian examined Control very carefully, from head to toe, and began silently chuckling to himself.

      “This is Scorpion,” said Milton, pointing to the Russian in the chair. “I managed to take him alive. As a source, he’s a gold mine.”

      Control unbuttoned his long overcoat as he approached Scorpion. “None of it will be of the remotest value. He’s been out of the service for too long. And he’s unreliable. Also, may I remind you, Group 15 do not take prisoners. We take lives.”

      From the inside of his overcoat, Control produced a small black pistol. A Smith and Wesson or a miniature Ruger. One of the two. Milton couldn’t tell at first. All he could do was watch as Control emptied the clip into the chest of the bound, unarmed Russian. Neither Milton nor Sanger acted surprised. This was the business end of diplomacy, and it was always a dirty business. The dead man had no doubt been responsible for many deaths. Yet it felt wrong. Ending him in this way felt like a betrayal. Milton thought the Scorpion had been right – they were not so different after all.

      “Sanger, get this cleaned up,” said Control, sighing. “This is a bloody mess. A police officer dead, and I understand Banks lost her life too. Make it go away. You can contact me with a draft statement for the press. Civilian and brave police officer gunned down in attack. MI5 have neutralized the threat. That sort of thing…”

      Without another word, Control put his pistol away and left the room.

      Both men stared at Scorpion’s body. They both knew they had just witnessed a murder. They would tell no one. In fact, they would never speak of it again. Milton offered his hand to Sanger, and the MI5 man took it.

      “Thank you, for everything,” said Milton.

      Sanger let his perfect white teeth loose in a broad smile and said, “Don’t mention it, old boy.”
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      After his years in the military, Milton always appreciated a good bed. He was in The Gore. A boutique London hotel modelled on Victorian and Georgian luxury. Sanger had dropped him there.

      Egyptian cotton sheets and huge pillows were always a special experience for Milton. He’d eaten a light meal, swallowed a gin and tonic whole and then slept for the rest of the day and all that night. At seven o’clock the following morning, he woke to the sound of a telephone in his room. A wake-up call.

      Milton showered, dressed and made his way to the drawing room of the hotel, on the ground floor. He ordered tea and sat in a soft armchair while he took in the day’s papers.

      It had only been twenty-four hours since the incidents, but Sanger had done his job well. The tabloids praised the poor police officer who’d lost her life. She was a hero and had helped to foil a larger attack, according to some of the red-top papers. The broadsheet papers focussed more on the death of Hailey Banks, former war and conflict correspondent for several of those newspapers. They mourned her reverently. Milton examined the picture of Hailey, which the Times had stolen from her review column for the Express.

      He heard someone come into the room, order coffee and take a seat at the opposite end. Milton dropped the paper into his lap, he couldn’t read any longer. Instead, he waited until he’d made sure they were alone, just the woman in the armchair on the other side of the room and him.

      There was no one else.

      He caught a flash from her – just her gaze flicking across the room and settling upon him. Her short, black hair had been cut into a bob. She looked pale and tired. She got up and sat down in a chair beside Milton.

      “Hello, Hailey,” said Milton.

      He’d last seen her yesterday morning. Milton had just cracked the butt of his Glock off Scorpion’s head, knocking him out cold, when he’d heard the second vehicle leaving the garage. Before she’d driven off in the Jaguar, Milton had waved at her. She’d waved back and then driven off.

      “It’s Anna now,” she said.

      “Where did you ditch the Jag in the end?”

      “Just outside London. I got a train to the city and opened a bank account yesterday afternoon with the ID and documents Sanger gave me,” she said.

      “Lazarus House really does raise the dead,” said Milton.

      He’d managed to persuade Sanger to help Hailey before the Russians attacked. She’d been provided with a new identity, new clothes, and a wig. Lazarus House had a selection of disguises, and it was the wig that had given Milton the idea. He had guessed Scorpion would try to make the rifle shot, and they should fit the dead police woman with the wig instead. Scorpion could have been in immediate contact with the SVR. They wanted it known that Hailey was dead. They had to fool the Russians and the British. Otherwise, there would be more assassins sent after her.

      “And the transfer went smoothly?”

      “Yes,” she said, her voice breaking.

      “Half a million euros should set you up somewhere nice. Somewhere quiet. I can tell you that MI5 will make a bereavement payment to the police officer’s parents. They had a closed coffin. And a cremation. Paid for by the Service, of course. The doctors and mortuary staff who work for the spooks cleaned her up as best they could before she was delivered to the family. Removed any trace fibres from the wig she’d worn when Scorpion shot her in the head. A post-mortem head shot is not an easy thing to disguise in a pathologist’s report, so the Service had their own people handle it. The family are well compensated, and no one will ever know that you survived. No one apart from Sanger and me. The public, the government, the Russians – all believe you died in the back of that Range Rover.”

      She leaned forward, placed her hand on top of Milton’s and said, “Thank you.”

      Milton nodded. “You’ve got a new life. Go live it.”

      With that, Hailey rose and left.

      Milton waited for a further ten minutes, then asked the waiter to bring him a gin and tonic. It was unlike Control to have acted so rashly. To kill a man who had been inside the SVR, at a high level, for years. Had he lived, he would have talked. Milton was sure of it. And Scorpion seemed to give Control special attention when he’d entered the room. The assassin had not paid that same attention to Milton or Sanger.

      Control never did reveal the identity of the third target.

      The gin and tonic arrived as Milton posed two questions in his mind.

      Did Control kill a man for no reason, or did he take the necessary action to save his own life and protect himself?

      There was no mileage in pondering this one. Control would be a target for any foreign aggressor. No, the more important question had to do with Milton.

      Was he any different than Scorpion?

      He took a long drink from the gin and tonic and ordered another. There were faces in his mind that needed to be covered in the black cloth that only booze could provide. There, in the darkness of his thoughts, Milton knew Scorpion would be just another face in a sea of dark accusing faces.

      A sea that would grow until it or the booze would drown him.

      He knew then that he and Scorpion were not alike at all. The weight of those lives taken bore heavily on Milton. He needed it. However much it hurt him. However much those images haunted his quiet moments.

      Scorpion had no ocean of guilt. Milton clung to his conscience because he knew some day he would stop playing this dangerous game. And when that day came, he needed to know that there was a good man there – waiting to be set free.
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      Thank you for reading SCORPION. You got this far - I’m guessing you enjoyed meeting Milton.

      The story continues in a series of fast paced thrillers that take John (and you) all around the world.

      The first full-length novel in the series is THE CLEANER. Milton decides to quit Group Fifteen, but that’s not a job that you can just walk away from.

      The next story, SAINT DEATH, sees Milton resurface on the Mexican side of the US border, in a thrilling confrontation with an international drug cartel.

      THE DRIVER finds Milton in San Francisco, investigating a series of murders for which he is the prime suspect.

      And 1000 YARDS is a dip into his case files. Milton is sent into the most dangerous failed state in the world – North Korea – with orders to assassinate a key military target.

      You can grab them individually or save by downloading the Box Set in one convenient package.

      What are you waiting for? The fun is just starting - once you start Milton, you won’t be able to stop…
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        Building a relationship with my readers is the very best thing about writing. I occasionally send newsletters with details on new releases, special offers and other bits of news relating to the John Milton, Beatrix and Isabella Rose and Soho Noir series. If you sign up to the mailing list I’ll send you this free Milton content:

        

        1. A free copy of Milton’s adventure in North Korea - 1000 Yards.

        

        2. An eyes-only profile of Milton from a Group Fifteen psychologist.

        

        You can get your free content for free, by signing up here.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also By Mark Dawson

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            In the John Milton Series

          

        

      

    

    
      
        One Thousand Yards

      

      
        In this dip into his case files, John Milton is sent into North Korea. With nothing but a sniper rifle, bad intentions and a very particular target, will Milton be able to take on the secret police of the most dangerous failed state on the planet?

      

      
        Free Download

      

      
        The Cleaner

      

      
        Sharon Warriner is a single mother in the East End of London, fearful that she’s lost her young son to a life in the gangs. After John Milton saves her life, he promises to help. But the gang, and the charismatic rapper who leads it, is not about to cooperate with him.

      

      
        Buy The Cleaner

      

      
        Saint Death

      

      
        John Milton has been off the grid for six months. He surfaces in Ciudad Juárez, Mexico, and immediately finds himself drawn into a vicious battle with the narco-gangs that control the borderlands.

      

      
        Buy Saint Death

      

      
        The Driver

      

      
        When a girl he drives to a party goes missing, John Milton is worried. Especially when two dead bodies are discovered and the police start treating him as their prime suspect.

      

      
        Buy The Driver

      

      
        Ghosts

      

      
        John Milton is blackmailed into finding his predecessor as Number One. But she’s a ghost, too, and just as dangerous as him. He finds himself in deep trouble, playing the Russians against the British in a desperate attempt to save the life of his oldest friend.

      

      
        Buy Ghosts

      

      
        The Sword of God

      

      
        On the run from his own demons, John Milton treks through the Michigan wilderness into the town of Truth. He’s not looking for trouble, but trouble's looking for him. He finds himself up against a small-town cop who has no idea with whom he is dealing, and no idea how dangerous he is.

      

      
        Buy The Sword of God

      

      
        Salvation Row

      

      
        Milton finds himself in New Orleans, returning a favour that saved his life during Katrina. When a lethal adversary from his past takes an interest in his business, there’s going to be hell to pay.

      

      
        Buy Salvation Row

      

      
        Headhunters

      

      
        Milton barely escaped from Avi Bachman with his life. But when the Mossad’s most dangerous renegade agent breaks out of a maximum security prison, their second fight will be to the finish.

      

      
        Buy Headhunters

      

      
        The Ninth Step

      

      
        Milton’s attempted good deed becomes a quest to unveil corruption at the highest levels of government and murder at the dark heart of the criminal underworld. Milton is pulled back into the game, and that’s going to have serious consequences for everyone who crosses his path.

      

      
        Buy The Ninth Step

      

      
        The Jungle

      

      
        John Milton is no stranger to the world’s seedy underbelly. But when the former British Secret Service agent comes up against a ruthless human trafficking ring, he’ll have to fight harder than ever to conquer the evil in his path.

      

      
        Buy The Jungle

      

      
        Blackout

      

      
        A message from Milton’s past leads him to Manila and a confrontation with an adversary he thought he would never meet again. Milton finds himself accused of murder and imprisoned inside a brutal Filipino jail - can he escape, uncover the truth and gain vengeance for his friend?

      

      
        Buy Blackout

      

      

      
        The Alamo

      

      
        A message from Milton’s past leads him to Manila and a confrontation with an adversary he thought he would never meet again. Milton finds himself accused of murder and imprisoned inside a brutal Filipino jail - can he escape, uncover the truth and gain vengeance for his friend?

      

      
        Buy The Alamo

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            In the Beatrix Rose Series

          

        

      

    

    
      
        In Cold Blood

      

      Beatrix Rose was the most dangerous assassin in an off-the-books government kill squad until her former boss betrayed her. A decade later, she emerges from the Hong Kong underworld with payback on her mind. They gunned down her husband and kidnapped her daughter, and now the debt needs to be repaid. It’s a blood feud she didn’t start but she is going to finish.

      
        Buy In Cold Blood

      

      
        Blood Moon Rising

      

      
        There were six names on Beatrix’s Death List and now there are four. She’s going to account for the others, one by one, even if it kills her. She has returned from Somalia with another target in her sights. Bryan Duffy is in Iraq, surrounded by mercenaries, with no easy way to get to him and no easy way to get out. And Beatrix has other issues that need to be addressed. Will Duffy prove to be one kill too far?

      

      
        Buy Blood Moon Rising

      

      
        Blood and Roses

      

      
        Beatrix Rose has worked her way through her Kill List. Four are dead, just two are left. But now her foes know she has them in her sights and the hunter has become the hunted.

      

      
        Buy Blood and Roses

      

      
        Hong Kong Stories, Vol. 1

      

      
        Beatrix Rose flees to Hong Kong after the murder of her husband and the kidnapping of her child. She needs money. The local triads have it. What could possibly go wrong?

      

      
        Buy Hong Kong Stories

      

      
        Phoenix

      

      
        She does Britain’s dirty work, but this time she needs help. Beatrix Rose, meet John Milton…

        

        Buy Phoenix

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            In the Isabella Rose Series

          

        

      

    

    
      
        The Angel

      

      Isabella Rose is recruited by British intelligence after a terrorist attack on Westminster.

      
        Buy The Angel

      

      
        The Asset

      

      
        Isabella Rose, the Angel, is used to surprises, but being abducted is an unwelcome novelty. She’s relying on Michael Pope, the head of the top-secret Group Fifteen, to get her back.

      

      
        Buy The Asset

      

      
        The Agent

      

      
        Isabella Rose is on the run, hunted by the very people she had been hired to work for. Trained killer Isabella and former handler Michael Pope are forced into hiding in India and, when a mysterious informer passes them clues on the whereabouts of Pope’s family, the prey see an opportunity to become the predators.

      

      
        Buy The Agent

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            In the Soho Noir Series

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Gaslight

      

      
        When Harry and his brother Frank are blackmailed into paying off a local hood they decide to take care of the problem themselves. But when all of London’s underworld is in thrall to the man’s boss, was their plan audacious or the most foolish thing that they could possibly have done?

      

      Free Download

      
        The Black Mile

      

      
        London, 1940: the Luftwaffe blitzes London every night for fifty-seven nights. Houses, shops and entire streets are wiped from the map. The underworld is in flux: the Italian criminals who dominated the West End have been interned and now their rivals are fighting to replace them. Meanwhile, hidden in the shadows, the Black-Out Ripper sharpens his knife and sets to his grisly work.

      

      Get The Black Mile

      
        The Imposter

      

      
        War hero Edward Fabian finds himself drawn into a criminal family’s web of vice and soon he is an accomplice to their scheming. But he’s not the man they think he is - he’s far more dangerous than they could possibly imagine.

      

      Get The Imposter

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About Mark Dawson

          

        

      

    

    
      Mark Dawson is the author of the breakout John Milton, Beatrix and Isabella Rose and Soho Noir series.

      
        For more information:

        
          www.markjdawson.com

          mark@markjdawson.com

        

        
          [image: Facebook]Facebook

          [image: Twitter]Twitter

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About Steve Cavanagh

          

        

      

    

    
      Steve Cavanagh is a practicing lawyer and a bestselling, international award-winning thriller writer from Northern Ireland. His novels feature New York con artist and trial lawyer, Eddie Flynn. Steve’s books have been widely translated and are published in over twenty countries. He is also the co-host of the weekly podcast Two Crime Writers And A Microphone.

      
        For more information:

        
          stevecavanaghbooks.com
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