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 ONE 
 
      
 
    I stepped out of the side entrance to Quincy Market and looked up at the sky. It was a pleasant blue. There were clouds, like mounds of whipped cream, out over the ocean. Their edges were tinted with darkness. 
 
    Abi came up on my right and hugged my arm, resting her head on my shoulder. A moment later, Primrose came up on my left and took that arm. Sean ran down a couple of steps ahead to the red-cobbled street crowded with milling people. He stopped and turned to look back at us, squinting in the early fall light. 
 
    “Can we get something to eat now?” 
 
    I looked at the South Market Street gate, scanning the stalls in the plaza. The crowds were thick, jostling, slow moving. There was a guy looking at a woman’s handbag: a hundred and ninety pounds, mostly muscle, crew cut, jeans, T-shirt and leather jacket. He let go of the bag and moved away. 
 
    Sean’s voice again: “Hey, dude!” 
 
    Abi tugged on my arm. “Come back?” 
 
    I smiled at her, then at Sean. “Sure, of course. What’s your belly asking for?” 
 
    Primrose rested her head on my shoulder and groaned. “Something that isn’t pizza or burgers, please!” 
 
    I only half-listened. I looked toward the Clinton Street exit. The crowds were not so dense there. Nobody stood out. I said, absently, “McCormick and Schmick’s.” 
 
    Primrose hugged my arm and gave a couple of little jumps, Abi kissed my cheek, and Sean sighed. “Oooh kaaay…” 
 
    Two men in suits and shades walked fast, coming in off Clinton Street. They scanned the crowds as they walked, then turned onto Crocks. One of them made a comment and they both laughed. 
 
    Primrose’s voice, edged with sarcasm: “So are we going, or are we going to gaze at the beautiful crowds all day?” 
 
    I nodded, then smiled again. “Yeah, let’s go.  
 
    We came off the steps and turned left into North St Marks Street. I could hear Abi talking, but wasn’t aware of what she was saying. I scanned the people as we moved through them. Three abreast, we were cumbersome. Primrose let go of my arm and went ahead with Sean. I glanced behind us. There was a guy about two hundred and ten pounds, not fat, muscular, short hair, jeans, T-shirt and brown leather jacket. He looked like the guy I’d seen earlier. He was looking at his cell as he walked.  
 
    Abi said, “Lacklan? You’re not listening to a word I’m saying.” 
 
    I turned and looked down into her face. Her eyes searched mine, frowning, worried. “I’m sorry,” I said. “I seem to be distracted today.” 
 
    “Today?” 
 
    I sighed. “Lately, I guess.” 
 
    “What is it? We’re in the same house but we’re in separate worlds… Lacklan?” 
 
    I was watching Primrose and Sean. She was leaning her forearm on his shoulder, laughing as they walked. Fifty yards ahead of them, two men in jeans, T-shirts, leather jackets, and short hair walked purposefully, not talking: their eyes on Primrose and Sean, then on Abi and me. 
 
    I looked behind me. The guy in the leather jacket had put his cell phone away. He’d been joined by another man and they were both reaching behind their backs. 
 
    We had drawn level with Dick’s Last Resort on our left. On our right was the entrance to the North Market Building. I didn’t think. I roared, “Run!” grabbed Abi by the seat of her pants and her collar and hurled her stumbling through the entrance to the market. I heard her scream, but I was already charging down on Primrose and Sean. I heard the distinctive firecracker snap of two automatics behind me as I leapt, the whine of a ricochet and the shattering and splintering of plate glass as I folded my arms around their legs and we crashed to the ground. 
 
    Then I was on one knee, my Sig Sauer p226 in my hands. The crowd was screaming, churning in all directions. The two guys ahead were pulling their weapons, but they were being jostled and pushed by running, panicking people. I screamed at Primrose and Sean, “Into the store! Now!” 
 
    They ran as I turned. Two more cracks. The guys behind me were trying to get a bead on Sean and Primrose. I saw a woman go down. In moments like that, you aim intuitively, through muscle memory. I knew these two were going to kill anyone who got in their path. I had to take them out. It took less than a second. I pointed and fired and the guy who’d had the phone did a funny kind of dance and fell backward with a red circle in his forehead.  
 
    The crowds were clearing fast. There was a lot of screaming. I dodged and rolled to my right. The two who’d been ahead of us were storming down on me now, closing in. So was the guy who’d joined the cell phone man. I shot him in the belly. I saw him wince, then he knelt down like he’d just got some really bad news. Behind him, I could see Abi cowering in the doorway and I knew the shooting had to stop. 
 
    I let out a horrible roar, turned and charged the two remaining guys who were running at me from behind, trying to line me up. They were maybe fifteen feet away. The nearest one, on my left, had a pale blond mustache and white eyelashes. Behind them, I could see fear and rage. He had me sighted and was about to fire. His pal, on my right, was bigger, with deep brown eyes, and his face was twisted into a snarl of contempt.  
 
    A moving target at close quarters can be real hard to hit. It moves too fast. I had leapt into the flying roundhouse kick just before the mustache pulled his trigger. I heard the crack, the smack on the cobbles and the whine, and then my boot connected with his jaw and he crashed back through tables, parasols and chairs.  
 
    I landed and an arm like a vise fastened around my neck, squeezing, trying to crush my windpipe. I could feel his hot, moist breath on my ear and that made me mad. I rammed my elbow into his floating ribs, but he pulled back without releasing my throat. My lungs were screaming for air and my head was beginning to pound, but I couldn’t reach him with my elbows. 
 
    I lifted my feet off the ground and suddenly he was holding two hundred pounds in his arms. He lost his balance and stumbled. I turned as I slipped through his arms, landed on one knee, grabbed a handful of his balls, squeezed and twisted savagely. The scream was horrific. I didn’t wait or stop. I pushed him over on his back and went after the guy I’d kicked. He was struggling to his feet. He was unsteady, but he had a knife.  
 
    He came at me, slashing wide, trying to back me toward the terrace of the Last Resort. I let him do that. I knew once I was there, he would go for the thrust, and that was what he did. He lunged with his left, grabbed a fistful of my shirt and rammed the knife at my belly. 
 
    I didn’t grab his knife hand. I grabbed the wrist at my throat with both hands, took a big step to my right, away from the blade, and twisted. The knife tore at my jacket and he stumbled. Then I rammed the heel of my hand into his elbow and heard it crunch. I took his wrist in both hands again and turned it like a screw. He screamed and jabbed wildly at my leg with the knife, missing it by inches. If he’d given up then, he might have lived. 
 
    I made a blade of my right hand and slammed it backhanded into his throat. His eyes bulged and he dropped the knife. I don’t like to see anybody suffer, not even an asshole like that. So I took his head in the crook of my right arm, twisted up and around and felt the vertebrae crack. His worries were over.  
 
    The sirens were wailing on Clinton Street, coming closer. The pedestrian walkway was empty but for the four dead men, and a woman lying crumpled on her side. I went and checked her pulse. She had none. Her eyes were open and her skin was waxy and pale. By her side was a bag of groceries.  
 
    I looked over and saw Abi curled up on the floor in the doorway of the market. I went to her, searching for Primrose and Sean as I walked. They were peering out of the door of the Samsonite store. I knelt by Abi’s side and took her hands. 
 
    “Are you OK?” 
 
    “Who were those men, Lacklan?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Why did they want to kill us?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Abi.” 
 
    Primrose and Sean came running. Abi got to her feet and hugged them. They clung to her and Primrose started crying. 
 
    Two patrol cars turned onto the street, pulled up close to us, and four uniforms climbed out. They saw the bodies. The sergeant issued orders and dispatched his officers to check the corpses, then came toward us, loosening his weapon in his holster.  
 
    “You armed?” 
 
    I considered him a moment. “Yes.” 
 
    He drew his weapon and aimed it at me. “Take it out, nice and easy, and lay it on the ground.  
 
    The other three had heard and were now approaching from inspecting the bodies, with their weapons drawn. I said, “Take it easy, we’re the victims here.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said with a dose of irony. “I can see that. Put your weapon down, pal.” 
 
    I raised my hands. “OK.” I opened my jacket to show the Sig. “Can we move away from my wife and kids so you don’t shoot them?” I pulled the gun from my holster and laid it on the ground, then stepped away from Abi. 
 
    “OK, now on your knees with your hands on your head.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I’m sorry, Sergeant. I don’t get on my knees for anybody. If you want to cuff me, you cuff me standing up. Not on my knees.” 
 
    He hesitated. 
 
    I said, “But before we get into any rough house stuff here, I suggest you call my attorneys. I am surrendering peacefully. You put a hand on me or my family and I’ll have your badge, your job, your car and your house.” 
 
    He glanced at the five bodies and probably guessed I was serious. 
 
    I repeated, “Like I told you, Sergeant, we are the victims here, and we would like to give our statements. You don’t need to threaten us or manhandle us. We are cooperating.” 
 
    He pointed at me and scowled. “Stay put. Don’t move!”  
 
    He got on his radio to dispatch and reported the homicide, with five victims. Meanwhile, his men started putting up yellow tape, cordoning off the area, and five minutes later, the sirens were wailing on Clinton Street again. Cars and ambulances started rolling up, the crime scene team arrived and started photographing the victims and scouring the area for shells and slugs, the ME arrived and detectives arrived, and the well-oiled machinery of homicide detective kicked into gear.  
 
    The sergeant pointed the two plainclothes detectives toward us and they approached: a tough, athletic guy in his forties, in jeans and a polo shirt, and a woman in her thirties in a blue suit and tired make up. She went to talk to Abi and the kids, and he showed me his badge.  
 
    “Detective Byrne. They tell me you’re the victim. I wish all my victims were as healthy as you. You want to tell me what happened?” 
 
    I nodded. “Those two.” I pointed at the two I had shot. “They’ll have rounds from my Sig Sauer. The woman was killed by a bullet intended for me or my family. Those two.” I pointed to the other two. “He has a broken elbow and a broken neck. The other guy hemorrhaged from busted testicles.” 
 
    “You trying to impress me, tough guy?” 
 
    “The name is Lacklan Walker, Mr. Walker to you. I don’t want or need to impress you, Detective. You asked me what happened. I’m telling you. We were walking to the restaurant on the corner. The two I shot approached from behind. The other two from in front. I noticed them pull their weapons and pushed my family to cover. Then they started shooting. That’s when the woman went down. I returned fire and took them out. After that, I put my weapon away to avoid any more collateral casualties.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes. “What are you, Rambo?” 
 
    “I told you, I am Lacklan Walker.” 
 
    “I’m starting to not like your attitude, pal.” 
 
    “I haven’t liked yours or your officers’ from the start. An attempt was made on our lives and you are treating us like suspects because I protected my family.” 
 
    “You killed four armed men…” 
 
    “Two in front of me, two behind me.” I pointed at them. “They are all armed with automatic weapons. What’s your theory, Detective Byrne? That I cunningly placed myself in their midst with my family so I could kill four perfect strangers and make it look like self defense?” 
 
    He looked like he wanted to hit me. 
 
    I said, “Am I under arrest?” 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    “I’m going to reach for my phone. Don’t shoot me.” 
 
    “I ain’t finished talking to you, pal.” 
 
    I didn’t answer. I just looked at him. I pressed four on my speed dial. It rang a couple of times and a warm, female voice said, “Lacklan, this is a pleasant surprise. How are you?” 
 
    I kept looking at the detective’s eyes while I spoke. “Good morning, Cyndi. I have a bit of a situation. Four men just tried to kill me and my family at the Quincy Market. I killed them, in self defense, and Detective Byrne here is taking the view that I am the guilty party.” 
 
    She was quiet for a moment. “Omega?” 
 
    “I can’t think of anybody else.” 
 
    “They won’t lie down.” 
 
    “No. Could you have a word with Detective Byrne and explain to him that we are the victims in this case?” 
 
    “Sure. Put him on the line.” 
 
    He had a face that was asking, ‘What the fuck?’ I handed over the phone. “Senator McFarlane would like a word with you, Detective.”[1] 
 
    While he stood there looking at his feet and saying, “Yes, Senator,” I went over to Abi. Detective Reynolds was obviously the brains of the outfit. She was taking statements from Primrose and Sean and looked up as I approached. She said flatly, “My partner is an asshole.” 
 
    I nodded. “I think he’s in the process of getting a new one.” 
 
    Abi came to me. “What does this mean, Lacklan?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “You said this was over.” 
 
    I nodded. “I know.” 
 
    I heard Byrne’s voice behind me. “Mr. Walker?” 
 
    I turned and took my phone from him and said, “I’ll give you a detailed statement tomorrow of exactly what happened. Do I need to deliver it through my lawyers?” 
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    “Good. Then if you’re done…?” I looked at Detective Reynolds. She nodded.  
 
    We made our way back to the car. I scanned every street and every corner as we walked, aware that I didn’t have my Sig under my arm, and that Abi, Primrose and Sean were like three luminous targets around me. But I saw nothing. The attack was over, and it had failed. This time. 
 
    We climbed in the car and headed back to Weston. We didn’t talk. Abi rode in the back with Primrose, who kept crying, and Sean rode up front with me. I could see him smiling, and his eyes were bright. Abi wouldn’t like that. I glanced at him. He glanced back and smiled. 
 
    “You OK?” 
 
    He nodded and spoke quietly. “You bet!” 
 
   


 
  

 TWO 
 
      
 
    I had phoned ahead to Kenny, the English butler I had inherited from my father when he had died, and he had the house on lockdown. He met us at the door as we pulled into the drive and handed me my other Sig Sauer when I climbed out of the car. We herded Abi and the kids through the door, he bolted it closed and armed the alarm system. As we went through to the drawing room, I asked him, “Are you armed?” 
 
    “Yes, sir, and I took the liberty of taking one of your HK 433s down to the kitchen.” 
 
    “Good, and the perimeter is active?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “How is Rosalia?” 
 
    Rosalia was my cook and housekeeper. Like Kenny, she’d been with us since I was a kid. I knew she’d be OK and Kenny confirmed that.  
 
    Primrose had sat in a large armchair with her back to the French windows. The lawn looked luminous behind her in the sunlight, and a silent wind was bowing the trees in the hedgerow. Abi was on the sofa. She had drawn Sean close to her and was holding him tight. I went and stood by the fireplace and looked at them each in turn. Sean pulled away from his mother and sat up. He was eager and expectant. Primrose was still shaken, but she was pulling herself together. Abi—I searched her face and realized that she was searching mine, looking for an answer to a question. 
 
    I said, “What happened today is too complicated to explain right now. There is too much to do and we have very little time in which to do it. I need you to trust me and believe that nothing is more important to me than your safety. This house is a fortress. All the windows are bullet and blast proof. There is a perimeter of alarms and booby traps not even I could get through.” 
 
    Sean grinned and I winked at him. 
 
    “But I’m not going to keep you here in a prison. I’m going to call an old friend who owes me. He’ll take you somewhere safe and look after you until this is all over. I will deal with it, and it will be forever.” I studied their faces. “OK?” 
 
    Primrose tried a smile and nodded. 
 
    Sean said, “Can I stay? Remember, I saved your life back in Independence!”[2]   
 
    “Not this time, buddy. I need you safe and looking after your mother and Primrose for me.” I smiled. “But you’ll like Bat, he was with me in the Regiment.” 
 
    Abi spoke in a very quiet voice. “Who is Bat?” 
 
    “Bat Hays, he was a sergeant. We worked together often. I can’t think of anyone I would trust more, outside this room.” 
 
    Kenny said, “Would you like me to contact him, sir?” 
 
    “Yes, tell him I said to drop whatever he’s doing and come here right away. Send him some money if he needs it. Tell him I need him here within twenty-four hours.” 
 
    “Lacklan…” It was Abi. 
 
    I glanced at Kenny and gave him a nod. He left and I turned back to her. 
 
    “Lacklan,” she said again. “We need to talk.” 
 
    “Yes, but first I need to make you safe. Now, until Bat arrives…” 
 
    She stood. “Will you please come into the study with me?” 
 
    I watched her walk out of the room and said to the kids, “Don’t go outside. We’re right next door. I’ll be back in a moment.” 
 
    I joined her in the study and closed the door behind me. She was standing at the window with her back to me, watching the shaving foam clouds shift across a luminous sky, above the bowing, tossing trees. Her voice, when she spoke, seemed to be disembodied. 
 
    “You said this was over. You said you’d put an end to it.” 
 
    “I thought I had.” 
 
    “Who were those men, Lacklan? Don’t lie to me. Tell me the truth.” 
 
    I made to move toward her, but she turned to face me and I found I couldn’t. I sat on the arm of an old burgundy chesterfield and sighed.  
 
    “I can’t be sure. I am assuming they are part of Omega. I’ve mentioned them to you in the past.” 
 
    “You never explained. You said they were finished.” 
 
    “I thought they were, Abi. It’s an organization my father was involved in. They used to wield a lot of power, but I have done them a lot of damage.” I hesitated, not wanting to tell her too much. Information can be power, but it can also be a death sentence. “When I met you, I decided to retire, but I also realized that they were not going to let me do that. They were going to keep coming after me until either they killed me or I destroyed them. So I…” I watched her face a moment, then said, “I cut off the head, and hoped that the body would die. I thought it had. All my associates thought it had, too. All the signs were that they were all but spent, at least in the U.S.” I shrugged. “Maybe they are.” 
 
    “If they are, then who were those men?” 
 
    “I keep telling you, I don’t know. The only thing I can think of is Omega, but Abi, I was ten years in the SAS. We hit a lot of people, from Islamic terrorists to drug cartels.” 
 
    She shook her head. “They were not Arabs and they were not drug traffickers. You know as well as I do that they were military. Christ, Lacklan, they were practically in uniform.” 
 
    “Look, Abi, I can’t have you and the kids involved in this. The less you know, the better it is for you. I’m going to have Bat take you somewhere off the radar, somewhere safe, until I can sort this out.” 
 
    Her eyes flicked over my face, reading it as though she was reading a letter, a letter that wasn’t telling her what she wanted to hear. 
 
    “It will never be sorted out, will it, Lacklan? It will never be over, it will never end.” 
 
    “Don’t say that.” 
 
    “You have taken on…” She shrugged and gave a small laugh. “You’ve taken on the world. There will always be a cruel, corrupt, power-hungry empire seeking to control the world, Lacklan. The Greeks, the Romans, the Vatican, Napoleon, the British, the Germans, us… they are all Omega. You are one man.” 
 
    I searched in her eyes. “Am I?” 
 
    She came up close and held my face in her hands. “If it were just me, I’d be out there with you, gun in hand. I love your passion and your belief. But it’s not just me. It’s me and my children. I can’t expose Primrose and Sean to this kind of threat. You know I can’t.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” 
 
    Her hands dropped to my chest, where she absently smoothed my shirt. “It’s not just me,” she repeated. 
 
    “I am going to make sure you’re safe.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” She didn’t look at me when she said it. She moved away, back to the tall window, where she seemed to be dwarfed into a dark silhouette. 
 
    “Are you divorcing me?” 
 
    “I have to… we have to. That woman who was killed today, that could have been any one of us.” She turned to face me. “It could have been Primrose, or Sean. It could have been all of us. I can’t, Lacklan. I can’t have my children living like this. It isn’t fair.” 
 
    I went to her and took her shoulders. “If I fix it, if I can prove to you that I have fixed it, will you come back to me?” 
 
    She wouldn’t look at me. She said again, “It isn’t just me…” 
 
    “What do you mean by that? You keep saying it. You know I would do anything for the kids…” 
 
    At last, she met my eyes and shook her head gently. “That’s not what I mean, Lacklan. That’s part of it, but… But I know, Lacklan. It’s not just me, is it? I am not the only one…” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I’m in love with you, Lacklan, like a silly sixteen-year-old. I have loved you since you came into my bar that day, carrying poor Peggy. And I know you love me—us. I don’t doubt that. I know you are a good, honorable man…” a faint smile, “…in your own, unique way…” 
 
    I shook my head. “What is this? What are you driving at, Abi?” 
 
    She closed her eyes, heaved a huge sigh and sat on the windowsill. When she looked at me again, she said, “I know that you are not in love with me, Lacklan.” 
 
    “That’s not true!” 
 
    “Stop kidding yourself. You and I both know that you are in love with Marni.” 
 
    The room seemed to rock. I said, “No,” but my voice sounded odd, as though it was not my own. 
 
    “I have seen how you look at her, how you talk to her and listen to her. She has…” She shrugged, shook her head in a gesture of helplessness. “She has access to you, Lacklan. She’s on another continent and she is closer to your thoughts and feelings that I can ever hope to be. And it’s all part and parcel. She is a part of your world, of the risks and dangers which you take for granted. I love you, Lacklan, but I can’t live like this. I can’t do it—any of it.” 
 
    I said, “You’re wrong,” but it sounded lame even to me. Because I knew, I had always feared, that there was truth in what she was saying. 
 
    She reached out and took my hand gently by the fingers. “If you ever get her out of your system, if you ever get all of this out of your system, call me. Maybe I’ll be waiting for you, but I can’t promise.” 
 
    I gripped her hand. “This house—it will be very empty without you.” 
 
    She smiled, like she was smiling at a blind man who asks what the color blue is like. “It has been empty for us, Lacklan, all this time. We’ve been waiting for you to come home. But even when your body is here, your mind is away, and we don’t know where to reach you, or how.” 
 
    “I am so sorry.” 
 
    She stood, held my face again and kissed me. “Sort it out. Decide who you are, and what you want. Then do it.” 
 
    There was a tap at the door. Kenny opened it and peered in. 
 
    “Mr. Hays is on his way, sir. He expects to be here by this evening.” 
 
    I nodded and he left, closing the door behind him. I went and sat in one of the chairs by the cold fireplace.  
 
    “You’ll employ my father’s attorneys. I’ll use my own. We’ll make it as acrimonious as possible, but we’ll keep it quiet, no publicity, no scandal. Omega will learn about… about it, from your attorneys. You hit me as hard as you can. You have to screw me for every cent you can get. You foul mouth me to your lawyers. You call me a son of a bitch, a two-timing bastard. You convince them that you hate me.” 
 
    “Lacklan…” 
 
    “I’ll come after you, too. I’ll try every trick in the book to keep my money from you. It has to look real. But we keep it from the kids. All we need is for Omega to believe that we no longer care for each other. It must be acrimonious and quick, and then you leave town.” 
 
    She nodded. “I’m so sorry, Lacklan.” 
 
    “No, I am. I didn’t realize…” I sighed. “I should have realized from the start that I couldn’t do this. Not yet. I thought, I hoped, I had come home.” 
 
    She came to me and gave me a long kiss that was full of meaning. Then she left the room. I sat awhile, staring at the empty grate, the dark, cold soot, and thought about the huge, empty house, and the silence that would settle in and make its home there. I didn’t notice the day grow old outside. I didn’t notice the shadows grow long across the lawns. I didn’t notice dusk creep in and turn the air dark, like cold soot in a dead fireplace. 
 
    Eventually, there was a tap on the door and I was surprised to see that outside, it had grown dark. The door opened and I saw Kenny’s silhouette stenciled against the light in the hall. 
 
    “Sir, dinner will be served in about half an hour. Mrs. Walker asks if you will join them for a drink before dinner. I anticipate that Mr. Hays will be here shortly.” 
 
    I nodded. “I’ll be right out, thanks, Kenny.” 
 
    “Shall I switch the light on, sir?” 
 
    “Yeah, probably a good idea, old friend. Kenny…?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “You better get Henry Winter together for me.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    He switched on the light and left. The lights turned the glass in the windows black. In the black glass, I could see my ghost looking back at me. She had been right in what she had said. I had to decide who I was, what my purpose was. Maybe, maybe one day I could play lord of the manor, with a wife and children, but that time was not now. Now, I had to accept. I had to accept the reality of what I was. 
 
    So what was I?  
 
    I was what I had always been, since I was a kid. A destroyer, a killer, a dark force of destruction. The time had come to stop playing house. The time had come to open the gates of Hell and destroy every last vestige of Omega, or die in the enterprise.  
 
    I stepped into the hall as the bell rang. I looked through the spy hole and opened the door. Bat Hays was there, six foot four of solid muscle, grinning ear to ear in his broad, obstinate black face, laughing his deep, guttural laugh, with his kit bag by his side. 
 
    “What have you been up to then, sir? Who have you bloody upset now?” We didn’t embrace. British guys don’t embrace other guys. We shook hands like we were trying to wrench each other’s arms out of their sockets and slapped each other on the shoulder instead, while he stepped into the hall and looked around. “Is this your fahkin’ house? This is where you fahkin’ live? Bloody hell, mate! And you was always so tight in the mess, sir!” He laughed noisily, then stopped suddenly as I closed the door, staring at me hard. “What’s up? Why the call?” 
 
    I stood looking at him with my hand still on the door handle, suddenly pleased, happier than I had expected to be, to see a brother from the Regiment, something solid I knew I could depend on in a world that seemed suddenly to be dissolving into chaos. I slapped him on the shoulder and propelled him toward the drawing room. 
 
    “It’s a long story, Bat. You better come in and have a drink, and something to eat. I’ll introduce you to my…” 
 
    I faltered. He stopped and turned to me, reading my face. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” he said. “Women. Wherever there’s trouble, you can bet there’s a bleedin’ woman near by.” 
 
   


 
  

 THREE 
 
      
 
    Two days later, I was in the Zombie, burning up the I-80, headed for Los Angeles. The Zombie is a monster. To look at, she’s a matte black 1968 Mustang Fastback. That’s her chassis. But under the hood, she has two lithium batteries and two insane motors that deliver eight hundred bhp, one thousand eight-hundred foot-pounds of torque, straight to the back wheels. She’ll accelerate from 0-60 in just over one and a half seconds, spreading your face all over the rear windshield in the process, and reach a top speed of 200 MPH. And she does it all in deadly silence. With the modifications I had made to her, if you drove within the speed limit, she had a range of about five hundred miles, so I could make it from Boston to L.A., stopping just six times to recharge.  
 
    Now, I had the windows down, Led Zeppelin pounding out the Immigrant Song full volume on my sound system, and I was speeding west from Lake Michigan toward Iowa. I poked a Camel in my mouth, flipped my ancient brass Zippo and lit up. I took a deep drag and let my mind roam over the events of the previous day.  
 
    Bat had taken Abi and the kids to the New York apartment. There they had contacted my father’s attorneys to start divorce proceedings. It had been painful saying goodbye, but now, on the open road, though I missed her and Primrose and Sean, I had a strange sense of liberation, also. I realized that the fear for their safety, the responsibility for their wellbeing, had been a millstone hanging heavy around my neck. With them safely in Bat’s hands, and Omega believing we were estranged, I had only myself to worry about, and that felt good. 
 
    I glanced at the speedometer and saw the needle creeping up towards the century. I glanced in the mirror. There were no cops visible. The first strains of Hotel California sounded. I smiled and relaxed.  
 
    I was returning to Los Angeles, not because that was where I had managed to decapitate the U.S. branch of Omega[3], but because there was a man there I thought might be able to help me understand what had happened and, most importantly, what I could do about it. The man was Jim Redbeard, a semi-retired university professor, doctor of philosophy, clinical psychoanalyst and uncompromising anarcho-capitalist who had made a fortune as a best-selling self-help guru. He had helped me out in the past, and I was hoping he would help me out again now.  
 
    He was a big, anarchic, long-haired, red-bearded giant of a man with an appetite for beer, whiskey and cigarettes. He had told me back then that, like me, he was a destroyer, and what he aimed to destroy was the powers that sought to rule the world by taking control of our minds. He had a well trained, well funded organization and he had asked me to join it. I am not a big joiner. I joined the SAS, stayed for ten years, made Captain and that was about all the joining I was prepared to do in my life. Redbeard and I had parted friends, and I had decided I liked him. I had also decided that he and his organization could help me. 
 
    It took me the better part of two days to get there. I stopped twice to sleep for four hours, but other than that, I drove nonstop, and wherever the road was clear, I let the monster have its head. I set out at four P.M. on Monday, and at twelve noon on Wednesday, I rolled up outside Jim’s house on Paseo de la Playa, Malaga Cove.  
 
    It was an inconspicuous house, double fronted, beige, with a big rubber plant and a pine tree out front. I put my car in front of his double garage, blocking his exit, and climbed three steps down to his front door, which was partly hidden by a saguaro cactus and two yuccas. It opened before I could ring the bell.  
 
    I had forgotten how large he was. He was six six at least, with fair hair down below his shoulder blades and a thick, copper beard that reached down to his chest. His eyes were long, above high cheekbones, making his face oddly diabolical. After a moment, he smiled at me. The smile was as diabolical as his eyes. 
 
    “I didn’t expect to see you again, but I am glad to. Come on in. Will you stay for lunch?” 
 
    “I just drove three thousand miles. I’d like to stay for lunch and dinner.” 
 
    He laughed and said again, “Come on in, Lacklan,” reaching for my hand with a huge paw. “You are very welcome.” 
 
    We shook and he led me into a broad hallway with stairs on the left leading to an upper floor. The hallway gave not so much into a room as a large space, or a collection of spaces, designed variously for talking, reading, cooking or eating. There was a smell of roasting lamb on the air and I noticed, in the large, open-plan kitchen, an attractive, dark-haired woman standing up from the oven. She smiled at me as I passed. Jim grinned at her. 
 
    “Maria is roasting a lamb. My intuition must have told me I would have a guest. We always have lamb on Odin’s day, but not always a whole one.” 
 
    He talked as he walked, with long, lanky strides, down two steps into a broad area with polished wooden floors, scattered with bull skins and sheepskins. Several logs burned in a large, open fireplace. Its mantelpiece was a huge beam of seasoned driftwood, seven or eight feet long. Comfortable, over-stuffed sofas and armchairs were scattered apparently at random around the fire, flanked by tables, some supporting large, interesting lamps. Everywhere, there were pages from newspapers, open magazines, and books stacked on top of each other. The walls were lined with books. There must have been several thousand of them, from floor to ceiling, on every conceivable topic. 
 
    To the left of the fireplace, there was an area that was obviously for dining. The table was solid oak, chipped, scarred and dented. It looked ancient and had six chairs set around it, each one different in some way. Each one, in its own right, a work of art. 
 
    On the right of the fireplace, a set of sliding glass doors stood open onto a decked terrace that overlooked the Pacific Ocean. A pleasant breeze moved the amber drapes that hung beside the doors. Outside, on the terrace, a large, pine table was set for two, with a large, wooden salad bowl and a loaf of bread on a wooden board. 
 
    He gestured with his massive arm and said, “We’ll eat outside. Will you have a beer?” 
 
    “I hope I’m not interrupting anything.” 
 
    “No, Maria is my housekeeper. Sometimes she shares my bed, when we feel a mutual need.” He leered, then laughed. “That’s quite often, actually. But she goes home to her husband and children at lunchtime. The second setting is for you. We saw you arriving.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “You disapprove?” 
 
    “It’s none of my business.” 
 
    “Correct. Now, a beer?” 
 
    “Yeah, I could use a beer.” 
 
    “Sit, the bred is fresh from the oven.” He turned and bellowed in a voice that was improbably loud, “Maria, dos jarras de cerveza!” 
 
    His accent was terrible and for some reason, that made me smile. He sat at the head, in a beaten up wooden throne with a woven, straw seat. I sat on his left, looking out over the huge, blue sweep of the ocean. A hazy mist fused the horizon with the sky. Jim reached over and broke a hunk off the loaf, then tore that in two halves. He reached for a bottle of virgin olive oil and filled a dish with it. He soaked up olive oil with the bread, sprinkled salt on it and stuffed it in his mouth. “Go ahead,” he said with his mouth full, and I followed his example. The bread and the olive oil were both superb. 
 
    Maria emerged with two large tankards filled with nut brown ale and set them in front of us. She smiled, they exchanged a wink that almost embarrassed me, and she made her way back to the kitchen.  
 
    “So, what do you want from me?” 
 
    I took a long pull on the beer. It was like drinking walnuts. I set down the flagon and said, “I am not sure yet. First, I want your opinion on something. Then, maybe I’ll want your help.” 
 
    “Good,” he said, and nodded. “I’ll be glad to help you. But before you tell me what you’ve come to tell me, let me tell you something. Last time you were here, you suggested I contact your friends in Oxford, Marni Gilbert and Professor Gibbons.” 
 
    “Yeah, I remember.” 
 
    “We talked a lot. Marni is good, I like her. She’s a little too cautious, but she has good instincts. Gibbons is a dangerous man, and you or I may have to kill him one day. I hope you haven’t got a problem with that.” 
 
    I frowned, recognizing my own thoughts in his words, but they were thoughts I had never acknowledged until now. I said, “He’s an asshole, but I’d rather not kill him if it can be avoided. I think basically he’s a good man.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt it, but that good man is being eaten alive by his own ambitions. Just be aware of it. He has become so obsessed with being the savior that he is becoming the enemy.” He broke more bread and ate it, watching me. Finally, he said, “Did they come after you?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “You thought you’d crippled them, and they caught you by surprise.” 
 
    “I think so.” I told him about the attack at Quincy Market. When I’d finished, I asked him, “How did you know?” 
 
    “I guessed it might happen after I talked to Marni and Gibbons, when I understood the nature of Omega. You’re a smart man, Lacklan, you have an instinctive understanding of the importance of violence, but you don’t understand Omega.” He nodded a few times. “And you don’t understand how they use violence.” 
 
    “So you think it was Omega?” 
 
    “I am certain of it. Aren’t you?” 
 
    I leaned forward, broke more bread and doused it with olive oil and salt, then sat chewing it. “I don’t know. I don’t know what I’m certain of anymore.” 
 
    He grunted. “Well, that is one thing you can be certain of, Lacklan. Ah…!” He smiled with pleasure as Maria appeared through the sliding doors behind me, carrying a large, terracotta dish with two legs of lamb and a stash of small, sizzling chops. Among them were sweet potatoes split in half and large chunks of squash. I felt my stomach twist and realized I was starving. Maria smiled at Jim. 
 
    “You wan’ more beer?” 
 
    “Oh yes!” he said. “Bring an ice bucket. Then you can go.” 
 
    She brought a steel bucket full of ice, encrusted with pint-sized bottles of beer, they kissed, he slapped her on the ass and she left giggling. He reached over, grabbed a leg in his fist and put it on his plate. “Take,” he said. “Eat,”  
 
    I wondered for a moment if I had slipped into a parallel universe created by Robert E. Howard, but I did as I was told. 
 
    “What makes you so certain it was Omega? I’ve made a few enemies over the years.” 
 
    He was using his hands and a knife to remove large chunks of meat from the bone. “I am sure you have. Tell me something, when did you make your plans to go to the market?” 
 
    “That morning. It was spur of the moment.” 
 
    “So that tells you they had somebody watching your house. You got to the market—how long were you there, half an hour?” 
 
    “About that.” 
 
    “So they called in a team, right? They had one man watching you, tailing you. When you got to the market, he called in the team. They assembled, you headed down toward the restaurant and they came at you from both sides.” 
 
    “That seems about right.” 
 
    “So, sure, you’ve upset a lot of people in your time, and made a lot of enemies, but who has the motivation—and the resources—to have a man sitting on your house waiting for you to step outside so they can call in a team to take you down? If the cartels or jihadists devoted those kinds of resources to every SAS soldier who ever gave them a hard time…” He shook his head. “No, this is much more personal. Who is that personally involved?” 
 
    I thought about it. “Only Omega,” I agreed. “But everyone, from Marni and Gibbons to Senator McFarlane—and even you—agreed that after the Malibu massacre, they were pretty much finished.” 
 
    He nodded, concentrating on the meat on his plate. He loaded up his mouth, then sat back, chewing and looking at his tankard. Eventually he wiped his mouth with his hand and drained his mug. Then he belched. 
 
    “You understand violence,” he said. “Omega understands power.”
I made a face that told him I didn’t want another philosophy lesson. 
 
    He shook his head. “You need to understand this, Lacklan. Power is stability. Violence is chaos. What every empire seeks—has sought since before Alexander—is to use violence to impose stability.” 
 
    “You’re contradicting yourself.” 
 
    “No. You fight fire with fire. You fight violence with greater violence. You attack me with a gun, I destroy you with bombs. I bring such chaos and mayhem to you that you are cowed into submission. Because, when you have stability, it means you have obedience. The people you have subjected are obeying your rules, right? And those rules are there to ensure that you get what you want. You apply violence to achieve stability in the supply of your needs.”  
 
    He laughed. “The operative word in the sixth commandment, Lacklan, is ‘thou’. Thou shalt not kill! We can kill all we like, but thou shalt not kill. And that’s only the sixth commandment. The first is, ‘I am the law’. The second is also, ‘I am the law’. The third is, ‘Fear me, I am the law’, the fourth is ‘Respect the law’ and the fifth is also, ‘Respect the law’. So out of the Decalogue, which is at the heart of our Western jurisprudence, the first five tell us, ‘Obey!’ Of the next five, four tell us: ‘You shall not kill, commit adultery, steal or lie about your neighbors—those are rights reserved to us, the State’. And the last, the tenth, is the best of all. ‘You—you—shall not desire!’” 
 
    “Jim…” 
 
    “I know, you don’t want philosophy, but bear with me, you need to understand this. Eat, drink, relax—listen. So the Decalogue can be broken down into three basic principles: respect and obey me, I have the right to violence and theft, do not desire. Every empire in history has been built of this trinity, and Omega understood it better than anybody.” 
 
    I chewed, nodded and shrugged all at the same time. “OK, it’s interesting and enlightening, but how does this help me?” 
 
    He grunted. “You know, one day you’ll hit sixty and you won’t be able to beat people up anymore. Then you’ll need to be wise instead. Destructive power doesn’t only come from being able to hit hard, it comes from knowing where to hit.” 
 
    “Agreed. Again, how does this help me?” 
 
    “Keep listening. So if that trinity is the foundation of empire: I am the law, obey me, do not desire, then the empire that is built on that foundation, is the projection of power. And this is the bit that is important to you. If you are building an empire, and Omega is an empire, it is not enough to have power. You need to be able to project that power—that means fighting offensively, not defensively—and the farther you project it, the greater your empire and the more stability there is in that empire.” He spread his hands. “The famous pax Romana, followed by the Pax Britanica and then the Pax Americana, currently in steep decline. Offensive capability leads to order and stability. But when everybody has defensive capability, that leads to chaos, because nobody has the power to control and stabilize: Vietnam, the Middle East….” 
 
    I was becoming interested. I couldn’t exactly see where he was going, but I could sense it. I said, “Traditionally, the model for that would be a monarch with some kind of government, supported by a powerful army.” 
 
    “Supported by a free trade market generating wealth and taxes to pay for that army.” 
 
    “But Omega didn’t follow that model.” 
 
    “Doesn’t. They are not a government using an army. They are a government within a government—or within governments, in the plural—like a secret cancer spreading within an organism, slowly taking control, first of one organ of power, then another, aiming ultimately to take control of the organs of violence.”  
 
    He gave a small shrug. “But then your father came along and decided he wanted to rebel. There was nothing he could do on his own, but he recruited you, and you became an infection within the infection.” He threw his head back and laughed out loud. “They had achieved a lot of stability, they were taking possession, making use of law enforcement and the military. They weren’t there yet. They still had to do it secretly, from the shadows, but they were doing it and approaching the time when they could come out in the open and seize control absolutely.” 
 
    “And that’s when I started killing them.” 
 
    “And that’s when you started killing them. You hurt them bad, real bad. You almost destroyed the U.S. section. But they understand power better than you do; better than almost anybody. And they knew that what they had to do, if they were to survive…” 
 
    “Was project, destroy what was destabilizing them.” 
 
    “That has to be their top priority. My bet is, they regrouped in Europe, and as soon as they were ready, they attacked. They can’t absorb you, accommodate you, live alongside you, hide from you, deal or negotiate with you. There is only one thing they can do. They must destroy you.” 
 
    “But who, Jim? They are all…” I hesitated, reached for my beer and saw it was empty. As I cracked two more bottles, he was frowning at me. 
 
    “What? You were going to say they are all dead, but you stopped.” 
 
    I thought about it for a moment, looking out at the ocean. “You remember the murder of Secretary of State O’Brien a few of months back?”[4] 
 
    “Yeah, and Fokker and Troyes, in New York.” 
 
    “Fokker and Troyes arranged O’Brien’s murder. I killed Fokker and Troyes, and Dr. Salcedo…” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    I reached in my pocket and pulled out my cell. I found the message I had received just after O’Brien’s assassination and slid it across the table to him. He read it briefly: I guess I win this round, Lacklan. You can’t win them all, can you, Bro? 
 
    He glanced at me. “Bro?” 
 
    I nodded. “It seems Alpha may have been my half brother. A young man who was my father’s assistant for a few years before he died. Ben Smith, his real name was Benjamin Walker. I killed him at Fenninger’s house.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    I nodded. “I shot him twice in the chest. He died.” 
 
    “He wouldn’t have been the first man to survive a shot to the chest.” 
 
    “He died.” 
 
    “So then it is somebody stepping into his shoes.” 
 
    “Troyes said Alpha was immortal.” 
 
    He picked at the bone on his plate for a moment, feeding himself small bits of lamb. “That makes sense. They have a quasi-mystical side to them, haven’t they? The Organization is Omega, the head is Alpha, it’s like the worm Ouroborus, eating its own tail as a symbol of eternity. The man might die, but the office of Alpha will go on. The king is dead, long live the king.” He stuck out his bottom lip. “Troyes was French. Fokker was German. It looks to me as though the European branch of Omega was attempting to project its power back into the U.S.A. If you’re sure you killed Alpha, then the message was just an attempt to fuck with your head.” 
 
    “So the guys who came after me in the market might have been European.” 
 
    He nodded. “You should have asked them.” 
 
    I sighed. “I should.” 
 
    A sudden weariness washed over me. We talked some more, but it was general discussion and didn’t lead anywhere. We had coffee and whiskey and at three o’clock he said, “My friend, you are falling asleep. I have spare rooms upstairs. Have a shower, sleep, and this evening at dinner, you can ask me for the help you need.” 
 
    Somehow, a pretty young girl in a white jacket appeared. She looked Filipina. I narrowed my eyes at him and shook my head in a question, to which he smiled and answered, “Hundreds. Is that immoral?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Why don’t you ask her?” He turned to the girl. “Roan, take Mr. Walker to the warrior’s room. Make sure he is comfortable.” 
 
    “Warrior’s room? Seriously?” 
 
    His smile was almost malevolent. “Interesting, isn’t it, Lacklan, how even the most anarchic of you feels the need to conform on some level.” He shook his head. “My world, my game, my rules.” 
 
    I sighed. “OK, Roan, show me to the warrior’s room.” 
 
    She gave a little curtsey and led the way. 
 
   


 
  

 FOUR 
 
      
 
    When I awoke, it was dark, maybe half an hour after sundown. My first impression was silence, stillness. Then I felt the sea air on my skin. Then I became aware of the dim light filtering through the open window. It might have been moonlight, or lamps down in the garden. It cast warped oblongs across the wall and the old, wooden wardrobe: blue-gray oblongs intersected by dark bars of shadow. I lay still, allowing my eyes to travel across the walls, adorned with swords, battle axes and shields. I wondered absently if Jim was insane, and decided he wasn’t. 
 
    I gradually became aware of the rhythmic sigh of the ocean, like waves lapping at the edges of the silence. I sat up, sighed, and rubbed my face. Now I could hear voices: quiet, male, murmuring. I went to the window and looked out. I had a clear view of the vast Pacific. Suspended over it was a waning, gibbous moon casting a sheet of golden light over a flat, inky sea. It seemed to be just inches above the surface, as though it drop in at any moment.  
 
    I looked down at the table where I had been sitting with Jim that afternoon. There was nobody there, but I could see now a winding, descending path of stone slabs leading down from the terrace to a glade surrounded by trees. I couldn’t make out what trees they were because they were cast into darkness by a fire that was burning in the center. Two men sat around the fire on large wooden chairs, talking quietly. Occasionally, the breeze brought their voices to me, but I could not make out any words. One of the men I recognized as Jim, the other I thought I recognized as Njal. 
 
    I went to the shower and stood under the stream of hot water for five minutes, then dressed and went down to join them. I was not surprised, as I approached down the winding, stone path, to see that each one of them held a pewter goblet of wine, and on the dirt, beside Jim’s chair, there was a large, terracotta jug.  
 
    He looked up as I came closer, with the flames dancing on his face and in his strange eyes. “Good evening, Lacklan. You remember Njal. We were just discussing your situation.” 
 
    Njal held out a hand to me without getting up. We shook and he muttered, “Hello, my friend.” 
 
    Jim poured me a goblet of wine, handed it to me and pointed to a large, high-backed wooden armchair drawn up within the glow of the flames. I sat and looked at my host across the firelight. Njal was watching me, smiling. I sipped the wine, it was good.  
 
    “Jim,” I said. “All this…” I gestured at the fire, the goblets, the house. “What are you trying to do? Forgive me, but it feels like you’re playing a game, or trying to live out a fantasy. It’s not real, Jim…” 
 
    He smiled his strange, diabolical smile. “Not real…” 
 
    I sighed. “I don’t mean to be patronizing, but the problems I have are real. Four men tried to kill my wife and my kids. They were using automatic weapons, not swords or axes. They weren’t warriors, they were trained, professional assassins…” 
 
    He turned to Njal. “Remind me, when Captain Walker, late of the SAS, was battling his way out of Mr. Fenninger’s ranch, how did you bring down the chopper? Am I right in thinking you threw your battle axe at the rotors?” 
 
    “No.” He shook his head and took his time pulling a cigarette from a soft pack and lighting it. “It was Browning M2, fifty caliber. I think with an axe, I cannot bring down three helicopters.” 
 
    He was totally deadpan, but when he turned and threw his pack of unfiltered Camels at me, there was humor in his eyes. 
 
    Jim spoke while I lit up and threw the pack back. “Don’t be misled by your own prejudices, Lacklan. It is important to have the latest technology, and dream beyond it. That is where real military power has always been, from the bow, to the machine gun to the stealth bomber, to experimental laser technology. But never lose sight of the fact that it is all artificial. When the belly of the globe becomes uninhabitable, when the icecaps melt, when the whole house of cards collapse, your highly trained assassins with their 9 mm Glocks will be mythology. This, that you call a fantasy and a game, this will be reality. We like to keep our feet on the ground.” He grinned. “Do you know how to defeat the most sophisticated cyber warriors in the world, Lacklan?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I’m not a geek. I don’t know.” 
 
    Njal rumbled a deep laugh. “You pull the plug from his computer, then break his neck.” 
 
    “Point taken.” 
 
    Jim smiled. “I hope so. We also like to remind ourselves often of what is important in life. So, tell me, Lacklan, what do you want to do, and how can we help you?” 
 
    I sipped my wine and gazed at the flames, watching a couple of incandescent sparks drift out over the Pacific. It felt good. It felt oddly like home. 
 
    “What I did to Alpha, to the American branch of Omega. I have to do that to Omega Europe.” I looked at him. 
 
    His eyes were alive. “Good, but have you thought about the consequences? Before you do this, I want you to be fully aware of what the consequences will be.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean that if you break the power of Omega completely, chaos will follow. And it is in the nature of chaos that it is completely unpredictable.” 
 
    I sucked on my cigarette and gazed into the dancing flames again, watched how the light from the fire fought against the darkness, casting the wavering, diabolical shadows back. It was, after all, the chaotic, destructive force of the fire that brought the light, and the darkness that standardized everything into an obscure, uniform anonymity. 
 
    “Enough philosophizing, Jim. Let’s get down to brass tacks.  Omega Two controls the European Union, U.K., Turkey, Norway and Iceland. The heads are Zeta, Eta, Theta, Iota and Kappa.” 
 
    Njal grunted. “Yuh, you know who these people are?” 
 
    “Yes. I have a list. Zeta is Jean-Claude Timmerman.” 
 
    “Of the European Commission?” 
 
    “Yes. If I can get him, I can get access to the others.” 
 
    Njal was shaking his head. “You kill one man, you kill two or five. They will be replaced. Old time organizations were made of people. Now they are made of software, and they are running on algorithms. Yuh, I agree, we take Timmerman, but we are using him to get to the Omega mainframe in Europe, and we are putting in a virus.” 
 
    I stared at him for a long while. “What kind of virus?” 
 
    He made a face like I had said something absurdly obvious. “Yuh, well, there are like a million possibilities, but the one I am liking for this job is the neutron bomb.” 
 
    “The neutron bomb?” 
 
    “Uh-uh, in 2012 the shamoon virus was targeted at the largest oil producer in the world, in Saudi, Aramco. The shamoon was crude weapon. It just destroys data. It deletes everything it is finding. In this case, it destroyed thirty thousand computers before it was contained. You can imagine what it could have done if they do not contain it, right? So, the neutron bomb is a similar principle, but it is much more deadly because it is spreading through whole networks before it is becoming active. It will keep on spreading until it can spread no farther, and when every linked and associated network is infected, then it will strike. Until then, it is invisible, and when it becomes visible, it is too late, it has deleted all the data on the networks.” 
 
    I frowned at Njal awhile. “Does this thing exist?” 
 
    He nodded slowly. “Sure, I think so. But there are problems.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    He burst out laughing, looking at Jim. Jim started to laugh too. 
 
    “What’s the joke?” 
 
    Jim answered. “It’s theoretical, for one thing. The other is that it can only be used in a contained network. If that network goes online, or connects with any other network, it will instantly spread into the other networks or, theoretically, infect the whole of the World Wide Web. The damage could be incalculable.” 
 
    Njal said, “We would have to find somebody who can make this virus, and we would have to be sure the Omega computer was insulated. And there is one more problem. If the network is insulated, and I am pretty sure it is, right? How do we get the virus in?” 
 
    I sucked on my cigarette and watched the smoke trail away on the night air. “I might have just the guy for the job. I’ll talk to him.” 
 
    Jim said, “You’re serious.” 
 
    It wasn’t a question so I didn’t answer. I said, “I go to Brussels, abduct Timmerman, take him to a safe location, use him to gain access to the Omega mainframe, and to lure the other four to a meeting. Kill them all and destroy the network.” 
 
    “It’s going to take a lot of planning. A lot of preparation.” 
 
    “Can you help me?” 
 
    He gazed into the flames and his face was washed with wavering orange light. Far below, I could hear the surf colliding with the cliff. Around the warm circle of light, the darkness was dense and pressed in. He smiled. “Oh, yes, Lacklan, we’ll help you. What do you need?” 
 
    “It needs to be a very low key operation. The smaller, the better. I don’t want to blip on anybody’s radar.” I thought for a moment, flicking ash. “I want Njal. We snatch Timmerman. We take him in Brussels. We transfer him to Paris by car. There, I want a change of car waiting for us. From Paris we take him to Spain. I know a place there we can use. It’s remote. There we interrogate him and set up the second part of the plan.” 
 
    Njal was nodding. “OK. I will go ahead. I will study his movements.” He turned to face Jim. “Day after tomorrow I go, OK? I watch him and I gather data.” He turned to me. “You join me in a couple of weeks. Based on what I have found, we make the concrete plan to snatch him, where, how, et cetera. His security will be tight. Maybe we need more help.” 
 
    “No, just us. We’ll find a way. I know a place in Cadiz, south of Spain. It’s up in the mountains, about as remote as it gets without going to Africa or eastern Europe.” I looked at Jim. “OK, so you’re giving me this help. What do you want from me?” 
 
    He shook his big head. “Just exactly this, Lacklan. All I want is for you to bring Omega down, and if you can pull this plan off, my God! You will cripple them completely, and give humanity a chance again.” 
 
    “Maybe, Jim. All I want is for them to leave my family alone.” I turned back to Njal. “You’re flying out to Brussels day after tomorrow?” 
 
    He shook his head. “London, train and ferry to Calais, then train to Brussels. No credit cards, all cash.” 
 
    “Good.” I stood and moved away into the darkness, pulling my phone as I went. I came to a stone parapet. Beyond it was a steep cliff that fell down to the sea. Below, the foam was luminous where it crashed, slow and rhythmic against the shore. I searched in my phone book and found Philip Gantrie’s number[5]. His reply when I called him was typically cautious. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Philip, it’s me, Lacklan.” 
 
    He was silent for a moment and I knew he was running my words through voice recognition. Eventually, he said, “Hello, Lacklan. How are you doing?” 
 
    That was my cue to answer, “All’s well in Minas Tirith,” which meant I was not calling him under threat or duress. I went on, “Listen, can you make a neutron bomb?” 
 
    “I assume you are not referring to the nuclear device.” 
 
    “That would be a safe assumption, Philip.” 
 
    “Yes. It’s considerably more complex than the shamoon. It has to be invisible, for one thing. There are elements of AI involved, as it has to learn from experience, and it has to be self replicating.” 
 
    “But you can do it.” 
 
    “I’m one of the few who knows how.” 
 
    “How long would it take you?” 
 
    “Lacklan, we need to discuss this before we go one step further.” 
 
    “I’m aware of the risks.” 
 
    “Are you? Do you know what would happen if this thing spread through the Web?” 
 
    “It has just been explained to me.” 
 
    “No, Lacklan, money is electronic these days, do you understand that? All the money on the planet would be wiped out from every bank on Earth… Do you realize what that would do to world trade? Every electronic contract ever drawn up, every trade agreement, every email, every payment, every invoice—the entirety of twenty-first century world trade would collapse within a matter of minutes. And that is just the beginning. Then there is communication, travel, the entire global telephone system, traffic control for thousands of planes…” 
 
    “Philip, I understand the risks. We are looking at a hermetically sealed network.” 
 
    “Omega?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “How can you be sure it’s hermetic?” 
 
    “A, it has to be, B, I will make sure before I introduce the virus.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I can’t tell you that, but trust me, I will make sure. I have as much to lose as eight billion other people. How long?”  
 
    “We are talking about people dying, Lacklan, starving to death. Millions, perhaps more…” 
 
    “How long, Phil?” 
 
    “I already have it, locked in my safe.” 
 
    I went cold all over and for a moment I felt the skin on the back of my neck crawl. 
 
    “This is more lethal than a nuclear device, Lacklan. This will cripple both mass production and mass distribution. It will lead to famine and disease on a scale you cannot imagine. It will put us back in the middle ages. Do you know what that means for a population of eight billion people?” 
 
    “Yes…” 
 
    “It means that ninety percent of them will die of starvation and disease. Do you know how long that will take?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Less than six weeks.” 
 
    “I understand, Phil.” 
 
    “I really hope you do.” 
 
    I hesitated. There were questions beginning to crowd in on my mind. “How can I get hold of it?” 
 
    “Where are you?” 
 
    “California.” 
 
    “You ever hear of Dateland?” 
 
    I smiled to myself. “Is that where they make the calendars?” 
 
    “I’m not real good with jokes. It’s on Interstate Eight, sixty-five miles east of Yuma. Can you be there tomorrow?” 
 
    “What time?” 
 
    “I’ll see you in the travel center at three P.M.” 
 
    His voice told me he was about to hang up. I said, “Phil, before you go…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Why did you make it?” 
 
    He was quiet so long I thought he wasn’t going to answer, then he said, “Partly because I wanted to know if it was possible. But mainly because your father asked me to.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You don’t really want me to repeat it, do you?” 
 
    “Did you ask him why?” 
 
    “Of course. I also told him I wouldn’t do it.” 
 
    “So…?” 
 
    “He told me it was none of my damned business and if I didn’t make it, he would have me lynched with my own intestines.” 
 
    “That’s a pretty persuasive argument.” 
 
    “Yes, also I was curious.” 
 
    “Will it work?” 
 
    “Yes, Lacklan, it will work. And if I stay on the line any longer, this conversation will become compromised. I’ll see you tomorrow.” 
 
    I returned to the fire where Jim and Njal were talking quietly in a language I didn’t recognize, but sounded Scandinavian. I refilled my goblet with wine and pulled a Camel from my pack, then threw the pack to Njal. I lit up, sat back and stretched out my legs. 
 
    Jim said, “So?” 
 
    “We have it.” 
 
    The fire crackled and spat, the light wavered and the deep, black shadows danced in a silent frenzy, and the moon sank relentlessly toward the black ocean. 
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    Dateland wasn’t so much a town with a gas station and a travel center as a travel center with a gas station and a town, in that order. It was in the middle of a flat, red-gray desert dotted with desultory palms, sparse shrubs and, far off, the occasional saguaro. I came off the I-8 straight into the Texaco gas station, left the Zombie charging and went into the rest center. 
 
    I found him at the Date Shake cafeteria sitting at a table with a cup of coffee and his laptop. I ordered a coffee and sat opposite him.  
 
    “Hello, Philip.” 
 
    He didn’t shift his eyes from the computer. “I am really very uncomfortable with this.” 
 
    “I understand. I hope you’re not planning to go back on the agreement.” 
 
    “There is no agreement. There was no exchange of consideration. I made no promise. But no, I don’t intend to go back on what I said.” He closed his computer and looked away, at the wall. “If I give you this, and it goes wrong, I will be as responsible as you.” 
 
    “Would it make you feel better if I stole it from you?” 
 
    He sighed and finally met my eye. “Don’t be absurd. You’d have no idea how to make it work.” 
 
    He reached down beside him into a black shoulder bag and pulled out a black, USB pen drive. He handed it to me and said, “That is the most dangerous weapon on the planet. I hope you fully understand what that means, Lacklan.” 
 
    “You’ve made it clear, Philip.” 
 
    “You select any terminal within the network, insert the drive and when it asks you what you want to do, you select ‘run’. A window will pop up offering you two choices, ‘Silent Running’ or ‘Crash and Burn’. You select ‘Silent Running’. It will take five minutes to install on that terminal. Remove the drive and it will then start to spread. From that moment on, there is no way of stopping the spread. If there is a single terminal in the network that connects to the Web, it will spread to every computer on the Web, and any network that is connected, even via a single terminal, to the Web.” 
 
    “Surely there are firewalls that can stop its progress. The NSA, CIA... Surely these guys have software…” 
 
    He was studying me and there was something close to contempt, even hatred in his eyes. “See?” he said. “This is why. This is why I don’t want to give it to you. Because you say, ‘Yeah Phil, I get it,’ ‘Yeah Phil, you made it clear,’ but you’re just humoring me to shut me up!” His cheeks had flushed red. “How stupid do you think I am, Lacklan?” 
 
    “Hey, take it easy.” 
 
    “No! Answer the damned question. How stupid do you think I am?” 
 
    “I don’t think you’re stupid at all…” 
 
    “I have an IQ of one sixty. Do you think, that with an IQ similar to Einstein’s and Stephen Hawking’s I would have overlooked the possibility of a firewall?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Do you think I would have wasted my time creating this thing if it could be stopped by a firewall?” 
 
    “No. I’m sorry, Phil.” 
 
    His cheeks were still flushed and the tendons in his neck were standing out. His pale blue eyes were bright and I thought he might start crying with frustration. 
 
    “I need to know, Lacklan, that you fully appreciate what that thing can do. Don’t dismiss what I am saying as though you somehow know better than I do.”  
 
    I was nodding. “It was a stupid question and I apologize.” 
 
    He ignored me and went on. “I have used AI technology that is cutting edge…” His voice was settling. “It knows all the major firewall and antivirus technology and is capable of probing, testing and learning about the software it encounters. The more computers it invades, the more memory it has and the faster it learns. This thing is capable of growing and learning faster than any measures that can be brought against it. And more to the point, it will have spread throughout the entire Web, and every network connected to the web, before anybody knows it’s there. It will then delete all the data on the Web, or connected to the Web. Please do not dismiss what I am saying to you.” 
 
    “I understand, Phil. I do. You have my word.” 
 
    “You’re going to use it against Omega?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “That is the only reason I’m letting you have it. Be sure, for the sake of humanity, that the network is absolutely hermetic.” He stood suddenly and picked up his computer. Then he paused to stare at me. “This is one case where the cure truly is as bad as the disease.” 
 
    He walked out of the café and into the glaring desert light, where he became an oddly distorted silhouette, then vanished. I sat and finished my coffee, thinking about what he had told me, trying to wrap my brain around the fact that a minute piece of information could bring the world crashing to its knees and cause millions, perhaps billions of deaths, simply by shutting down computers. While I was thinking about that, I saw three people approach the till and buy dates. Each package had its barcode, which was read by the till. The price was presented on the screen and simultaneously a new pack was ordered from the warehouse. 
 
    I snapped out of my reverie, pulled my cell phone from my pocket and sat staring at it awhile, thinking about all the computerized processes involved in the call I was about to make. I sighed and called Marni. 
 
    “Hey, Lacklan. What’s up?” 
 
    I wondered for a moment how to answer and settled on, “A lot. Listen, I’m going to make this brief. Abi and I are splitting up.” 
 
    “Oh… I’m sorry to hear that. Are you OK?” 
 
    “I’ve been better. She thinks there’s something between you and me and she’s turned into a real bitch…”  
 
    I paused, giving her time to think. After a moment, she said, “That doesn’t sound like you, Lacklan.” 
 
    “Yeah. So anyway, she’s got her lawyers and she’s trying to screw me for everything I have. She’s not the woman I thought she was, Marni. I’ve learned you have to be damned careful, or the consequences can be dire.” 
 
    “You got that right, partner.”  
 
    “So, listen. I’m coming over in the next week or so. I thought we could catch up, shoot the breeze.” 
 
    “Sounds like a ball.” 
 
    “But, uh, Marni? Just you and me, OK? We don’t need the old man around. I was thinking we could discuss old times…” 
 
    She laughed. “Am I catching you on the rebound?” 
 
    I put a smile in my voice. “I’m on the rebound from the rebound. I’m getting dizzy.” 
 
    She went quiet. “Yeah, I know. Give me a call when you get here. I’ll cook a meal. Just you and me. I’ll even let you cry on my shoulder.” 
 
    “You’re a pal.” 
 
    “Yeah, you too.” 
 
    I hung up and sat staring at nothing in particular, wondering how much of what I’d said was true, and how much was an act for anyone who might be eavesdropping. I decided I didn’t know, and there was nothing to be gained from finding out. I stood and walked into the desert sun with the world’s most dangerous weapon sitting in my pocket. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I landed at Heathrow Airport ten days later at nine A.M., picked up my Aston Martin Volante from Hertz and enjoyed the drive up to Oxford, through an insane superabundance of green hills and green foliage that seemed to billow, like green smoke across the countryside, under heavy, gray skies. 
 
    I entered the city over the Magdalen Bridge and past Magdalen College, which for some reason the Brits call ‘Maudlin’ Bridge and ‘Maudlin’ College, and followed the High Street, among ancient, unpretentious buildings in white and ochre and salmon pink, that had seen the rise and fall of kingdoms and empires without undue concern; and great, sandstone colleges with tall, narrow leaded windows that were already ancient when Drake was giving Spain a hard time on the high seas. This was the city of the dreaming spires, that most ancient seat of learning, where streets get called things like Logic Street and nobody thinks it’s odd. 
 
    It’s a town I love.  
 
    Her apartment was the whole top floor of a block on the corner of the High Street and King Edward Street. King Edward Street was where the entrance was, through an anonymous blue door set between a tailor’s store and a stone arch with an iron gate. I parked at the back of the Christ Church Library and made my way to Marni’s old, yellow brick block. She buzzed me in and I climbed five flights of stairs to the top landing, where she was waiting for me with the door open and a smile on her face.  
 
    “You have some explaining to do, Skywalker.” 
 
    “I’m not calling you Leia anymore. Can I call you Chewie?” 
 
    We kissed and she stood back to let me in. The apartment was as big as it was old, with high ceilings, tall windows and a warren of corridors leading to bright, spacious rooms. She took me into a living room that overlooked the High Street. A light drizzle had started and I could hear the sigh of tires on wet asphalt outside. The room was furnished without taste or style. It was functional and comfortable, with mismatched sofa armchairs, lamps and a dining table that doubled as a desk up against one wall. There were no ornaments, no paintings, no posters. No photographs. But there were lots of books, and bookcases of all shapes and sizes against all the walls. 
 
    Next to the living room was the kitchen. I stood in the doorway and watched her make coffee. While it was brewing, she rested her ass on the low windowsill and crossed her arms. 
 
    “So you and Abi broke up. I thought you were both in it for the long haul.” 
 
    “Yeah, we broke up. She broke up with me.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “She was right. It had to happen. I should never have married her.” 
 
    She made a ‘what do I know’ face. “Life’s a bitch, then you die. All we can do is the best we can in the moment.” 
 
    “I guess.” 
 
    “But you’re not here on the rebound, Lacklan. We both know that. So why are you here?” 
 
    “They sent a team after us.” 
 
    She frowned, like what I was saying didn’t make sense. 
 
    “Not to my house, they followed us into the city and struck while we were at the Market. They weren’t shy.” 
 
    “You’re sure it’s Omega?” 
 
    “By a process of elimination, it has to be Omega Europe. How strong are they here?” 
 
    “In the U.K.? They’re in flux. It’s chaos here at the moment. Everybody is scrambling for power, but nobody seems to have enough to seize control. Are Abi and the kids OK?” 
 
    I nodded. I was about to tell her we were making it look acrimonious, but something stopped me. “She’s bitter. She thinks there’s something between you and me.” 
 
    “I figured.” She shrugged. “So, why are you here?” 
 
    “I’m going after the European cabal. I want to take one of them out: Zeta, Eta, Theta, Iota or Kappa.” 
 
    Her brow creased. “Is that smart? They’re powerful in Europe. It maybe chaos here, but on the continent they are strong. They’ve consolidated their power there.” 
 
    I shrugged and smiled. “I have nothing better to do.” 
 
    She was quiet for a moment, then said, “I hear you.” 
 
    The coffee began to gurgle. She poured it into two mugs and led the way back to the living room. There she stretched out on the sofa, cradling the mug in both hands and watched me where I sat in an ancient armchair with a Moroccan throw over it. 
 
    I asked her, “Are you safe here?” 
 
    “Gibbons has his ways. I don’t know how he does it, but they don’t touch him. I think he’s in league with the Devil.” 
 
    “Is he going to show up and start lecturing me?” 
 
    “He’s in France, lecturing the French.” 
 
    “When’s he due back?” 
 
    “Tomorrow night.” 
 
    “How do you tolerate him?” 
 
    “He’s a pain in the ass, but he’s a good man, and he’s brilliant.” 
 
    “Are you in love with him?” 
 
    She threw back her head an laughed out loud, not to hide the truth, but because she found the idea hilarious. When she’d finished, she watched me a while, smiling. “Once is enough for me, Lacklan.” 
 
    I nodded. “Me too.” 
 
    “So, are you ever going to tell me why you’re here?” 
 
    “Like I said, I’m going to damage the European leadership. But I’m going to do more than that. I’m going to hit Omega so bad they will have to leave me alone.” 
 
    She frowned. “You scare me sometimes. How are you going to do that?” 
 
    I lied. “Only I know that. Not because I don’t trust you, but because the risk to you is too high.” 
 
    “This again?” 
 
    I stared awhile at the lazy drops on the window, feeling a hot twist of anxiety in my gut. “I don’t want you to get hurt, Marni. I’ve lost so much, I don’t want to lose you, too.” 
 
    “But it’s OK for me to lose you?” 
 
    “It’s just the way it is.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow that said I was a misogynist asshole. I showed her eyebrow a face that said I didn’t care.  
 
    “What I need from you, Marni, is two things. First, any intelligence you can give me that will help with taking out my target.” 
 
    “How can I give you that if you won’t tell me who it is?” 
 
    “My target is Theta, Emanuel Van Zuydam.” 
 
    “Jesus, Lacklan! Are you out of your mind?” 
 
    “He won’t be the first president I’ve killed.” 
 
    “The security around that guy will be…” 
 
    “Leave that to me, Marni. I know what I’m doing and how to do it. What I need to know is…” I shook my head. “Stuff like what is their focus at the moment? Are they seeking to expand back to the U.S.A.? How are they responding to Britain pulling out of the EU? Is that hurting them? What kind of security have the top five got? Where do they spend their time…?” 
 
    She laughed without much humor. “Is that all? You don’t need me, you need MI6.” She sipped her coffee and was thoughtful for a while. “My impression, and Gibbons’ impression, is that they are focusing on consolidating their power in Europe, in creating a European army. They will disguise it as a need for a European NATO because Trump is playing hardball, demanding greater contributions from European allies. That’s BS because it will be a lot more expensive to set up an alternative NATO than to contribute more to the existing one. Besides, how much longer can Trump stay in power?” She shook her head. “No, there is a definite move by the EU to sever ties with the U.S.A., and that is driven by Omega; but the reason? I am not sure I can tell you why.” 
 
    I stood and went and gazed out of the tall window at the gray, damp street. “You remember Ben, back during the U.N. crisis? He had been intent on creating a war between Europe and the States…”[6]  
 
    “I remember. There is no clearly defined power base in Britain right now. Gibbons believes there could be a coup, or more than one. Omega could engineer a coup to bring the U.K. back into Europe, or the Army could stage a coup to restore order. Both are possible. As to the movements of the Cabal, I haven’t got that kind of information. Gibbons has.” 
 
    “I don’t want Gibbons to know about this operation, Marni.” 
 
    She sighed. “I wish you two would stop measuring dicks. He’s rude, boorish and arrogant, but you two are on the same side.” 
 
    “Tell him that. I don’t trust him. I know you like the guy, but I don’t trust him. He’s too much: too intense. He’s a fanatic. His ideas are more important than the people around him. When ideas become more important than people, thinkers becomes dangerous.” 
 
    She shook her head and looked unhappy. “He’s a good man, Lacklan, and he can help you. Don’t put me in this position.” 
 
    “All I’m asking, Marni, is that you don’t give him any details until after the operation is finished. Consider it a cell protocol, need to know. If I think he needs to know, I’ll tell him.” 
 
    She lifted her chin in half a nod that didn’t tell me anything. “How long will you be here?” 
 
    “Till tomorrow. I’m catching the ferry early tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “You got a hotel?” 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    “Stay here. I’ll cook a meal. You can do some rebounding.” 
 
    I smiled. She smiled too. 
 
    I said, “OK.” 
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    Next day, I was up at five A.M. I left while she was still asleep and broke the speed limit all the way down to Dover. There, I handed back the Aston Martin and booked a ticket on the seven forty A.M. ferry to Calais. After that, I caught a cab to Dover Priory station, grabbed a coffee and a bun at the Pumpkin Café and bought a ticket, cash, to London Victoria.  
 
    I arrived in London at ten A.M. A steady drizzle had set in and the lights reflected like broken jell-O on the wet blacktop. I made the five hundred yard walk to the shopping mall on Victoria Street, hunched into my shoulders against the rain. There I found a public lavatory, locked myself into a cubicle and pasted a neat mustache onto my top lip. I put on a pair of clear, heavy-rimmed glasses and became Henry Winter. I put Henry Winter’s wallet and passport in my jacket pocket and stepped back onto Victoria Street to get a taxi to the City Airport.  
 
    At the airport, Henry Winter booked an air taxi to Brussels Airport and paid with his credit card. Anyone looking for Lacklan Walker would find he had intended to cross to Calais, but had not got off in France. All trace of him after that would vanish.  
 
    The flight to Belgium took a little less than half an hour and by three P.M., I was climbing out of a taxi on Albert Elisabethlaan, in the pleasant Merode district of Brussels. I paid the driver, watched him pull away and stood looking at the building. It was a five story red brick with exceptionally ugly balconies and windows in white plastic and aluminum. There was an ugly white door with five bells, too. I knew ours was the top one. 
 
    Next door, there was an attractive café called Soso. I didn’t think that was brilliant marketing, but maybe soso means something different in Belgium. 
 
    I stepped over to the door of the apartment block and pressed the bell. Nobody answered, but the lock buzzed And the door opened to admit me to a narrow, dark hallway that led to ten flights of narrow, dimly-lit, creaking stairs, and no elevator. The top floor had a small landing outside a plywood door that had once been painted white and was now molting with age and neglect. Njal opened the door with his right hand behind his back. He looked me over once, said, “OK…” like I’d just suggested pizza and a movie, and stepped back to let me in. 
 
    The apartment was large, but basic: there was a vinyl sofa in brown with two matching chairs set around an early 60’s pine and glass coffee table and a TV. On the floor, there was a carpet that was probably new when the Beatles released She Loves You, and against one wall there was a cheap dining table with four bentwood chairs. On it there was a computer and a sports bag. 
 
    Njal locked the door and shrugged as I took in the room. “Yuh, is OK. It’s only couple of days, right. I have taken this bedroom, overlooking Albert Elisabethlaan. There are two other rooms. You need to sleep?” 
 
    I shook my head.  
 
    The bedrooms were as basic as the living room, with steel beds and melamine wardrobes. I picked one with a view over the backyards, threw my bag on the bed and went to explore the fridge. It was no surprise that it was stocked with good Belgian beer and steak. I called, “You want a beer?” 
 
    He answered from the doorway, making me look up. “I have one.” 
 
    I pulled one out and cracked it. “How are you getting on?” 
 
    “Good. Timmerman is like a clock. He does not make surprises.” 
 
    I followed him into the living room. “You’ve only been watching him for a week.” 
 
    “Yuh, but we have contacts, Lacklan. Jim has been gathering information.” 
 
    “Who from?” 
 
    He dropped into an armchair and studied me a moment before taking a pull from his bottle. “Journalists, secretaries, cleaners. Don’t worry. They don’t know who they are giving the information to, or what for. They know only that they are paid.” He grinned. “You should take off your glasses and your mustache. You look stupid.” 
 
    I peeled off the mustache and put it on the table with the glasses. “So what’s his routine?” 
 
    “Every day, he is collected from his penthouse on Daalstraat in a black, bullet proof, bomb proof Audi 8…” He reached down beside him on the floor and picked up a map of Brussels and dropped it on the table. With a black felt tip he made a circle on the map. “There.” 
 
    I sat on the sofa and looked at the map. He went on talking. 
 
    “He is driven, by a different route every day, to his office at the Directorate General of the Commission for Development and Cooperation, on Weststraat. They are parking underground, in the parking garage, and he is not coming out until the evening, when he is coming out in the Audi which takes him to his apartment. Again, by different route every day. Here.” He drew another mark on the map. “Also, the car is going into the parking garage. 
 
    “So, security at the Directorate General building is like what you imagine: high tech, lots of guards and many guns. That is the worst place to take him. In between his apartment and his work, he is in his car. You need either an anti-tank RPG, or you need to get him out of the car somehow. Third option is at his apartment block, but security here also is very high because you have commissioners, MEPs, employees of the EU living here. You have high tech alarms connected direct to the police, and you have armed guards on site.” He laughed. “Not fat guys who never used a gun. They are for the banks. These guys are ex military. Then, he also has his personal bodyguards.” 
 
    “So far, it’s what I would have expected. So we need to draw him out of his routine.” 
 
    He shook his head. “That is maybe not necessary. Once a month, he is taking his family away to their country house for long weekend. He is nice father. He has two beautiful daughters, sixteen and eighteen, Katrina and Annabel, and an attractive wife, Muriel. On the last Friday of every month, they go to their country house in Normandy. It is four hundred miles, but they get there Friday night and they spend the weekend and return Monday night or Tuesday morning. This is their routine.” 
 
    I stared at the map awhile, running through the possibilities in my mind. After a moment, I said, “Why do I get the feeling their routine is being disrupted this month?” 
 
    His laugh was slow and guttural. “This month they are going to Normandy on Friday on their own, and he will join them on Saturday.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because Europe is in crisis. The U.K. is leaving the European Union, the deadline for making some kind of agreement is November, and still there is no proposal on the table that they can begin to talk about. So it looks like in a few weeks, the U.K. is going to crash out of Europe, with no deal, no treaty, no agreement and this is going to hit everybody hard, but especially Europe. So all the departments of the Commission are like crazy having meetings, trying to sort something out before November.” 
 
    I leaned back on the sofa, pulled my Camels from my pocket and lit up. 
 
    “This shakes up his routine. He will be acting outside his normal patterns. That’s good. We should find an opening here.” 
 
    He nodded. “His wife is taking the car on Friday. He has booked tickets for the train. Brussels to Paris, Paris to Rennes, and from there I am guessing by car to La Grandville.” 
 
    “How the hell did you get hold of that intel?” 
 
    He shook his head. “That is not for you to know, Lacklan. The bigger an organization is, the easier it is to collect information: cleaners, secretaries, office staff. You tell them it is for something harmless, like the tabloid paper, and you give them some money. People talk. We have our networks.” 
 
    “If this intel is accurate…” 
 
    “It is accurate. We have checked the bookings for the trains. He is booked with his two bodyguards. Saturday 22nd, eleven thirteen A.M., arrives Paris Gare du Nord at twelve thirty-five.” 
 
    “And he is traveling with just two bodyguards?” 
 
    “Sure, he doesn’t suspect any threats, and it is a break in his routine. He doesn’t think anybody knows about it.” 
 
    “What about the train to Rennes?” 
 
    “Gare Montparnasse, departs one twelve P.M.” 
 
    “So, our plan is we take him at Gare du Nord, or between Gare du Nord and Montparnasse.” 
 
    “OK, then what? You want to take him to Spain?”  
 
    I nodded. “So we need to get him to a car, or…” My mind was racing. I shook my head. “No. Cars can be easily identified, and if they start a hunt, a car is exactly what they’ll be hunting for. We’ll take him by train.” 
 
    He showed me a blank face that had all the effect of an arched eyebrow. “You wanna take a hostage from Paris to Madrid by train. A high-value hostage on one of the busiest train lines in the world.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Because this will be safer than taking him by car.” 
 
    “What trains do we have departing for Madrid?” 
 
    He stuck his cigarette in his mouth ad pulled out his cell. Squinting his left eye against the trailing smoke, he typed with his thumbs. After a moment, he said, “Gare de Lyon. We have one at 2:07. Is ten hours. It arrives Madrid Atocha at midnight.” 
 
    “That’s our train.” 
 
    “It has one change…” He paused. “Barcelona Sans, but we are staying in the same station.” 
 
    I nodded. “That’s our train,” I said again. 
 
    “You outta your fuckin’ mind.” He said it without much feeling. He took a pull on his beer, keeping his eyes fixed on me. “Is never gonna work. The list of things that can go wrong is so long… One of them is gonna go wrong.” 
 
    “It’s not such a long list. The risks are: he is recognized…” I raised my thumb to indicate number one. “He calls on the passengers and guards for help.” I raised my index finger as two. “He tries to escape among the throng of people.” I raised my middle finger. “Which takes us back to two, he tries to get help.” 
 
    “Is enough. All of those can happen in a second, and we are fucked.” 
 
    “No, we just need an effective way of keeping him from asking for help or trying to escape. That is not difficult. As to being recognized, he isn’t Tom Cruise. He’s an anonymous Euroman in a gray suit. And with the right motivation, even if somebody does talk to him, he’ll fob them off.” 
 
    His eyebrows rose slightly. “Yuh? What kind of motivation?” 
 
    “Preserving his life, what else? What have you got in the way of hardware?” 
 
    He shook his head. “A Glock 19, nothing more. We have a guy here, but only small arms. What are you thinking?” 
 
    I considered for a moment, then pulled out my cell and made a call to a number in London. A chirpy girl answered. 
 
    “Perfect Party Supplies, how may I direct your call?” 
 
    “Good morning, I have an account with you.” I gave her a number, then said, “Could you ask John to call me?” 
 
    “Certainly, Mr. Smith. He’ll be in touch in three minutes precisely.” 
 
    She hung up. We sat in silence for three minutes while Njal chewed his lip and stared at me. Then the phone rang. I answered and the kind of voice your mother would like your brother-in-law to have said, “Lacklan, good to hear from you. It’s been a long time. Couple of years?” 
 
    “Something like that. How’s it hanging?” 
 
    “Perpendicular. What can I do for you? I thought you were out of the trade, fixing cars in Wyoming or something daft like that.” 
 
    “Yeah. I left the trade, but the trade never got the memo. I’m in Brussels.” 
 
    “Where the sprouts come from.” 
 
    “That place. I need some material. Can you get it to me?” 
 
    “What do you need?” 
 
    “I need a cake of C4, a Sig Sauer p226 with extended magazines. I need a box of rounds. And a remote detonator. Something I can use with my phone. And two doses of carfentanil.” 
 
    There was a smile in his voice. “Interesting mix. You’re not doing a job for Rees-Mogg, are you?” 
 
    “That’s funny. Can you do it?” 
 
    “No problem. You don’t need a rifle? I have some nice HK-433s.” 
 
    “It’s not that kind of party.” 
 
    “Suit yourself. Where do you want to pick it up?” 
 
    I thought about it for a second. “Paris. Emile’s place. Payment as per usual.” 
 
    “Done. Don’t be a stranger.” He hung up. 
 
    Njal sniffed. “C4? This is your plan? C4?” Before I could answer, he went on. “This call can be traced. You were using buzzwords like crazy. I thought you were pro.” 
 
    “Shut up, Njal. The call was scrambled and rerouted six times around the world. It lasted a minute. You couldn’t have traced it in thirty.” He sighed, but I ignored him. “We can work out the precise details later. In broad strokes: We intercept Timmerman at the Gare du Nord, neutralize his bodyguards and bundle him into the can. There, we tape a square inch of C4 to his back, right over his heart, with VHB tape, triple wraparound, so the tape bonds to itself. The C4 carries a detonator triggered by a call from my phone.” 
 
    “That is sick, man.” 
 
    “The tape would take hours to remove. It would have to be done by a doctor, because it will remove skin. In addition, he could not reach back to the C4 to cut it out with a knife. And wherever he went in the world,” I held up the phone, “I could reach him in a matter of a couple of seconds. From the moment we slap the patch on his back, we own him.” 
 
    “That is sick. I love it. So we travel down on the train like three old friends.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “OK, so what about his bodyguards?” 
 
    “We’ll wait for them at the station. They will have to cross the concourse to get to the exit where their car will collect them to take them to Montparnasse. I’ll wait near the exit. You wait by the barrier. We stay in contact on our cells.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Shut up and listen. You follow them as they come through the barrier. When you say, ‘OK, I’m on it,’ I’ll know you’re approaching. Keep talking on the phone. Pretend to be talking to your girlfriend. As long as you’re saying positive things, I know you’re on them. Stay within nine to twelve feet. Got it?” 
 
    “OK.” 
 
    “When I see you approaching, I’ll start walking toward you. When I am five or six paces away, I’ll pretend to recognize Timmerman. I’ll make a big show: ‘Hey, Jean-Claude, long time no see!’. You close in from behind. You’ll have two doses of carfentanil. They come in applicators. You apply it to the bodyguards’ necks. They will be tense and focused on me because I am approaching Timmerman. They won’t notice you till it’s too late.” 
 
    “What is car…?” 
 
    “Carfentanil. Elephant tranquilizer.” 
 
    He went to pieces and laughed loudly. 
 
    I ignored him. “It’s no joke. This stuff is ten thousand times more powerful than heroin. You touch it and it can kill you.” 
 
    “Ah…” He nodded, wiping his eyes. “This is the shit they are cutting into heroin.” 
 
    “When you prick them, they are going to turn around. You back up, apologize. They’ll move toward you, but straight away they’re going to start feeling weird. When that happens, I want you to call for help. For them, not for you.” 
 
    “OK.” 
 
    “Now, this next bit is real important. I’m going to discreetly stick a gun in Timmerman’s side and tell him to come with me.” 
 
    “What if he calls for help?” 
 
    “He won’t, trust me. But if he does, you’ll be screaming for help already and there will be a lot of confusion. I’ll scare the bejaysus out of him and silence him. I’ll take him to the public toilets and stick him in a cubicle. Meantime, I need you to act fast. I need you to be right behind me.” 
 
    “What you want me to do?” 
 
    “The second his guys start to show signs the drug is working, you move in on them. You take their wallets and ID from their jackets and you replace them.” 
 
    “With what?” 
 
    “We’ll have to get hold of some.” 
 
    He snorted. “OK.” 
 
    “Can you do that? It has to be fast and smooth.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “You start calling for help and then you move away. You follow me and Timmerman down to the johns. Do whatever you have to do but you keep people away from the cubicles until I’m finished. When we come out, he’ll have the tab of C4 taped to his back. Then we head for the Gare du Lyon. From that point on he will be totally cooperative.” 
 
    “What will you tell him?” 
 
    “I’ll tell him that if he is cooperative, he will be allowed to join his family in Normandy. He’s a politician, as long as he thinks cooperation might save his neck, he’ll cooperate.” 
 
    Njal sat staring at his beer bottle for a long time. Then he sat forward and said, “OK, let’s go over it a hundred times and find the flaws in your plan.” 
 
     
 
   


 
  

 SEVEN 
 
      
 
    We went over it a hundred times and then a hundred more times, and I began to see why Jim Redbeard regarded this guy so highly, and why he was so good. He was relentless and painstakingly detailed. We went over it from every angle and examined every realistic eventuality. By nine o’clock that night, we were exhausted and went down to the Soso to have a drink and a burger. It wasn’t cold, so we sat outside at a table. 
 
    I said: “We can’t do any more on paper. We need to go to Paris.” 
 
    He nodded with his mouth full of burger. “What about your delivery?” He jerked his head at my phone. 
 
    “He’ll call when it’s been assembled.” 
 
    “And the guy we collect from?” 
 
    “He’s reliable. We always use him…” 
 
    “We?” 
 
    “When I was in the trade. If we had work in Europe. It happens more often than you think. You need tools but you can’t bring them with you, so you collect them from a reliable, trustworthy depot. We place an order with Perfect Party Supplies and collect from Emile.” 
 
    “So you guys always use him.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I wouldn’t say he can be trusted, but he can be relied upon. He has too much to lose if he screws up.” 
 
    He chewed slowly, watching me, thinking about what I’d said. 
 
    “You not in the trade anymore.” It was a statement, but the shrug that followed was a question. 
 
    I nodded, then added: “But you’re never really out.” 
 
    His eyes drifted from my face over my shoulder toward the bar and he twitched his eyebrows, telling me to look. I turned and saw that he was watching the TV on the wall inside the bar. I stood and went to lean on the doorjamb. From my schoolboy French, I could just about make out what they were saying. Belgian security forces had received an unconfirmed tip that there was to be an attempt on the life of President Emanuel Van Zuydam, widely regarded as the most powerful man in the European Union, and the architect of its federal future. The reporter said Van Zuydam had dismissed the threats at an international trade conference in Munich, and the shot changed to a view of the president standing at the head of a banquet table, with the Union flag behind him. There were delegates seated, looking up at him as he spoke in almost perfect English. 
 
    “…I say to them, they can kill me, but they cannot kill the Union, they cannot kill the future, they cannot kill progress. Europe has a future, the world has a future. It is the future of humanity. It is a future of peace, of order, of well-being and security. It is a future without war and violence. So these people who threaten me with death, they are the enemies of peace, they are the enemies of humanity and the enemies of the future. So I say to them, ‘You are not part of the future. I have no time for you…’” 
 
    There was a lot of applause. Despite the fact that the president had no time for those who threatened him, it seemed the security forces had, and sources had confirmed that security around the president had been stepped up significantly. 
 
    I got two more beers and returned to the table. Njal said, “You know something about this.” 
 
    It wasn’t a question, but I shook my head as I sat. “It doesn’t concern us. In fact, it might even help us. While they’re watching President Van Zuydam, their attention won’t be on Zeta.” 
 
    “OK.” He took a pull on his beer. “We go at five thirty in the morning. It is a four hour drive. When we get there, we have two days to finish preparations.” 
 
    “We have accommodation in Paris?” 
 
    “Mm-hm, and a car in Madrid.” 
 
    We sat for a while longer without talking, then paid and went upstairs.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    We came in on the A1, then joined the N1 at Saint-Denis, crossed the railway lines on the Boulevard Périphérique, and rolled down the Rue des Poissonniers—not Poisoners’ Row, sadly, but Fishmonger Street—into the Barbes district, where classical 18th and 19th century Parisian architecture, with its exquisite proportions and understated moldings, had been vastly enriched by closed shop fronts and steel blinds, adorned with graffiti proclaiming illegible banalities in fat letters painted by unremarkable artists with nothing interesting to say.  
 
    We pulled up outside a Congolese restaurant that had closed and was papered with posters that time and weather had faded and part peeled from its steel roller blind. They advertised yoga classes, white supremacy groups and jihad, all within a few inches of each other. I wondered for a moment if this was a symptom of Jim Redbeard’s chaos, his loss of uniformity, but I didn’t wonder for long. 
 
    We climbed out of the car and I rang a dirty bell by an unvarnished door. After a moment, a voice that wasn’t French said, “Qua?” 
 
    “I’m here about a package from Perfect Parties.” 
 
    The door buzzed and I pushed into a narrow passage with no stairs but a second door at the end. Njal closed the street door and pulled his Glock. I went and hammered on the second door. It buzzed and opened and we went through into a small warehouse, about fifty feet across and maybe half that again lengthwise. The floor was bare concrete and the walls were red brick set around steel girders. The whole place was littered with crates, some stacked in large piles, others scattered at random around the floor. The effect was to form aisles that led to a central area where Emile could see us from his office, and shoot us if he didn’t like what he saw. 
 
    Apparently he did, because he came out of his office smiling a big smile. He was wearing the same dirty white T-shirt, track-suit pants and havaianas he’d been wearing the last time I’d seen him, three years earlier; and he was making the same high-pitched squeaking noise in his throat, which was his way of laughing.  
 
    “I nevah tink I am evah going to see you again, son of a gun.” He gripped my hand and we shook. “I cannot believe it. Who is your friend? If he is your friend, he is my friend. You know that.” 
 
    “This is Bob, Emile, he doesn’t talk much. He’s just along for the ride.” 
 
    “I understand. Hush hush. Enough said. Come on into my office.” He spoke slowly and deliberately as he walked, like he was trying to emphasize each word in its proper place. “Now, listen to me, I thought you had retired. They told me, ‘Oh, he is ovah the hill, he has gone to Wyoming with the cowboys!’” His wheezing laugh became a shriek. “I couldn’t believe it!” 
 
    We stepped inside his office. It was a small, clapboard shack within the warehouse. It had a steel desk, two chairs and a filing cabinet, with a table for a printer, a kettle and a bottle of Scotch pushed up against the back wall. Njal put his ass against the table. I sat and Emile sat at the desk, still grinning.  
 
    “Goddamn, son of a gun, it is good to see you. How is your new life, in Wyoming?” 
 
    I didn’t say anything for a moment and I was aware of Njal watching me. Eventually, I nodded. “It’s good, Emil. Listen, we have to catch up some time, but right now we’re on the clock. Where is the order?” 
 
    He winced, but without much feeling, and looked away. “Now, listen to me, this is something that I wanted to talk to you about. Because, there is a bit of a problem with the order. I have to apologize to you and your friend, because you know, you nevah had a problem with me before. And that is not a lie.” 
 
    He held my eye and there was nothing apologetic about his expression.  
 
    “What kind of problem, Emil?” 
 
    “Well, I have to say that me and my associates have had a very bad falling out ovah this matter, because I was standing up for you, my old friend, all the way to the finish line. But my associates were very disturbed by what they are seeing as, shall we say, irregularities in the procedure.” 
 
    I frowned at him. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    He raised both hands. “Please remember, Lacklan, that I am on your side. But what my associates are pointing out to me is, you are no longah with the Regiment, or any of the official British security outfits. So, this operation must be, shall we say, unofficial.” 
 
    “Whether it is or it isn’t is none of your goddamn business, Emile. You’re the middle man. You don’t get involved.” 
 
    He grinned and gave his high-pitched wheezing laugh. “Please, dear friend, there is nothing to be gained by anybody getting upset, or angry. I am sure that we can resolve this issue like gentlemen. What my associates are saying, in fact, is that we should have been properly notified of the irregularity, and the unofficial nature of the operation, due to the extra risks involved.” 
 
    I snarled, “What goddamn risks? You’re an illegal arms dealer! The risk is the same whoever your client is! And the nature of the operation is none of your goddamn business! Now quit playing games, Emil, and give me my package!” 
 
    He sighed. “I am afraid it is not that simple, my old friend. My associates feel that, in this situation, where the risk to everybody is a little bit higher, then the fee should also be respectively higher.” He laughed and spread his hands. “We are all business men, we are all engaged in a little bit of free enterprise, and in this, shall we say, special kind of operation, this onus on me and my associates to be a bit extra discreet is very high. So perhaps our remuneration should also be a bit higher.” He paused, then opened his eyes very wide. “I was very angry with my associates when they said this to me, because it was my endevah to protect your interests at all times, but privately, between you and me, perhaps what they are asking is not so unreasonable. What do you say, my friend?”  
 
    He leered. 
 
    I said, “Son of a bitch, you’re blackmailing me.” 
 
    He was still laughing. “Please! My friend! We don’t need to use that kind of language! Different situations call for different, shall we say, pricing scales…” 
 
    “How much extra?” 
 
    “Double. You pay the usual fee in the usual way, and then the same again in cash on delivery.” 
 
    “What do you mean, on delivery? Where is the package?” 
 
    “Please, Lacklan! I am not stupid!” He screeched laughter. “I know what can happen to a careless man in these situations! The package is at a secure location. You don’t need to worry about that! You bring the money and I will give you the package, no questions asked!” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Just go to Rue de L’Evangile. You are driving north from Place Hébert, and you will come to a big, iron gate on the right hand side of the road. You will see it will be open. You can drive right in and we will be waiting for you.” 
 
    “When, Emile? I haven’t got time to play fucking games with you.” 
 
    “Tonight, at twelve o’clock. Please do not be afraid. There will be no delay ovah this matter.” 
 
    “Management will hear about this, Emile.” 
 
    He grinned his big grin. “I am very glad to hear about it. We look forward to many more such unconventional operations. Let it nevah be said that Emile was uncooperative, or unhelpful!” 
 
    “It never will.” I glanced at Njal. “What do you say?” 
 
    He shrugged. “You told me he was a professional. This is not professional. This is blackmail. He is a cheap criminal.” 
 
    The smile faded from Emile’s face and his eyes became hooded and dangerous. 
 
    I said, “All right, Emile. We’ll see you tonight at twelve. There had better be no more games or I’ll be back with half the Regiment in tow and we will raze your business from the face of the Earth.” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “I’m on the clock. If the package isn’t there tonight, I don’t want it anymore and you don’t get paid. So make damn sure I get it. Or there will be consequences.” I turned to Njal. “Come on, let’s go.” 
 
    We left him sitting in his office and stepped out into the late September sunshine and climbed back into the car. I fired up the engine and moved away, down the sad, soulless street. It was a short drive, left onto Rue Marcadet and then the second right onto Rue Simart. Njal pointed to a space about two thirds of the way up and I pulled in, parked and killed the engine. I sat staring at the street for a while, turning over in my mind the implications of what had happened. 
 
    Njal spoke in his blunt, unemotional voice. “Are we fucked?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No. Not yet.” 
 
    “He is a problem. He is a liability, and a danger.” 
 
    “I know.” I looked him in the eye and nodded. I said again, “I know.” 
 
    We climbed out and let ourselves in through the large, double street doors. Inside, it was cool and shaded. There was a broad hall and a wide stairwell with an old elevator running up the center of a 19th century staircase, with decorated, tiled steps and dark, iron and mahogany banisters. We ascended the stairs to the fourth floor and let ourselves into what had once been a spacious, elegant apartment, with high ceilings and large, bright rooms where tall, shuttered windows with small, wrought iron balconies overlooked the street.  
 
    But the paint on the walls and the ceilings was peeling, the stucco was chipped, the light fitments were cheap, ugly plastic, the furniture was from junk shops and there was a dead, depressing echo to the rooms. Like so much else in Paris, it was a sad echo of a more sophisticated, elegant time. 
 
    We dumped our stuff in the bedrooms and Njal leaned on the doorjamb while I hung up my shirts in an old, ’30s walnut wardrobe.  
 
    “OK, so we must wait till tonight for the equipment. That is not a problem. We have some coffee and we make our first visit to the Gare du Nord. There we can get something to eat.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan.” 
 
    We spent the day casing the Gare du Nord, deciding where we would stand, pacing out the distances and calculating how long each phase would take. It wasn’t easy. We had to be aware of the security cameras and not being too conspicuous. That meant not making our actions too repetitive, returning to the same places too often and standing too many times in the same place. But with a combination of careful observation and allowing other people to do the pacing for us, and a few judicious trips of our own, we were able to establish exactly where Njal was to stand and wait for Timmerman and his boys, exactly where I was to intercept them to avoid being filmed on the security cameras, and how long it would take to get from there to the public toilets.  
 
    At seven that evening, we packed up and went home. We spent some time talking through details, then prepared an envelope for Emile. At nine, we went out to have something to eat, and drove to the meeting to collect the package. 
 
   


 
  

 EIGHT 
 
      
 
    Rue de L’Evangile is a grim, unhappy street that runs beside the old, disused railway lines that Parisians call ‘the belt’. At night, by the light of the tall, orange street lamps, it’s even more grim and unhappy than it is by day. All along the right side of the road, bordering the tracks, there are rundown, dilapidated buildings set behind a high, gray, stone wall covered in peeling posters, faded graffiti and filth. The wall goes on for maybe a quarter of a mile, and at the end there is a large, green, iron gate which, when open, gives access to an asphalt road which leads down to the abandoned tracks and buildings. It’s a no-go area for the cops, and anyone who likes to keep their vital organs on the inside of their bodies. 
 
    As Emile had said, when we got there, the gate was open. We turned in off the road and moved slowly down the track. In the mirror, by the faint light from the road, I saw the gate being pushed closed by a guy in a hoodie.  
 
    The path descended rapidly into darkness. It led through a large, abandoned parking lot outside a boarded up warehouse, across a broad stretch of wasteland to a second parking lot outside another, larger abandoned warehouse. Through the twin cones of yellow light from the headlamps, we could see where the boards had been ripped from the gaping, black windows and the doors had been forced open. Outside the hollow, dark door, there was an SUV. It looked like a Toyota. There were two guys leaning against it. One had short, tightly curled hair, the other had long dreadlocks that hung down to his elbows. They were both big. 
 
    Beside the SUV, there was a Mercedes. Emile was sitting on the hood of the Merc watching us. We stopped the car, facing them, and climbed out. I could see now that the two guys leaning against the SUV had assault rifles discreetly held by their sides. Emile was grinning. 
 
    “Lacklan, so nice of you to come, and your friend. It is always such a pleasah to see you. How was your day?” 
 
    I snarled at him, “Cut the crap, Emile. I told you I’m on the clock. Where is the package?” 
 
    He wasn’t phased. He retained his smile. “It is here. Don’t you worry about that. But my associates would like to know for sure that you have the money with you.” 
 
    I could feel the hot anger beginning to stir in my gut. I said: “You associates can go and fuck themselves, Emile. How fucking stupid do you think I am? You have exactly ten seconds to show me the damned package. If I don’t see it by then, I am going to tie your colon around your neck and hang you from it. Am I being too subtle for you?” 
 
    He made a placating gesture with his hands that managed to make me more mad. “OK, OK, let’s not get ovah excited. Everything can be sorted out with dialogue…” 
 
    “You don’t see a damned thing till I see the package. Five seconds, Emile, and counting. …” 
 
    He stood. “Very well, I think I can agree to your seeing the package. But once you have seen it, I must insist, on behalf of my associates, that we see the money.” 
 
    “You have two seconds.” 
 
    He jerked his head at the two guys by the SUV. They climbed into the vehicle, the lights and the engine came on, and it drove in a wide arc around the Mercedes and into the dark warehouse. Emile said, “Please, come with me.” 
 
    We left the car where it was and followed him in. The only light was a dim luminescence that filtered through the high, broken windows, and the glow from the SUV’s headlamps. The car stood facing us, about fifty yards inside the vast, hangar-like structure. The place seemed to be empty but for scattered, random clusters of rubble and collapsed cardboard boxes. Our footsteps echoed as though we were in a cathedral, and Emile’s voice seemed to rebound from the walls and the great cavity under the ceiling. 
 
    “We do not want this to become an antipathetic event. It is important for everybody that we remain good friends for the future. So I am doing everything in my power to meet your demands.” He gestured at where one of his guys pulled a box from the back of the car. He put it on the floor and we all stood looking at it in the glow of the lamps. 
 
    I looked at Emile. “Are you kidding me?” 
 
    “No, Lacklan, I am very serious.” 
 
    “It’s a box. Open it.” 
 
    “I really need to see the money. I cannot…” 
 
    “You think I am going to show you the money, when you have two guys with assault rifles in an abandoned warehouse, on the strength of showing me a cardboard box? You really think I am that stupid, Emile?” I pointed at him. “Let me tell you something. You are building up a heap of trouble for yourself. Show me what’s in the box or we walk out of here and report back that the delivery was not made and that you appropriated it.” 
 
    “Please.” Again the smile and the placating hands. “Let us not escalate into an unfortunate situation.” 
 
    “Open the box, Emile.” 
 
    He sighed. His smile was becoming strained. He pulled a switch blade from his jacket and squatted down behind the carton. He slit the packing tape, then folded the leaves back and began to extract items, naming them and glancing at them as he set them on the bare, concrete floor. 
 
    “One cake of C4, one Sig Sauer p226, brand new, very nice. One extended magazine, one box of 9mm ammunition. Two doses Carfentanil…” He squeezed his eyes tight and wheezed. “I think, maybe, we are going elephant hunting!” He placed the two applicators on the floor next to the Sig, then pulled out a small box. “And six wireless detonators.” He looked up at me. “You see, your lack of trust was completely misplaced. Everything is correct, and our interaction is still based on a deep and old friendship. I am not tricking you. You can see.” He gestured at the items on the floor. “All present and correct.” 
 
    I hunkered down and gave the stuff a cursory examination. It was all there, like he said. I checked the Sig and the ammunition. It was all good. He said: 
 
    “So, now it is my turn to be a little bit insistent. Please, where is the cash?” 
 
    I started putting the items back in the box. “I’ll take you to it.” 
 
    I picked up the box and stood. Emile simpered. “Pahaps,” he said, “It would be better if one of my associates took the box, until our negotiations are concluded.” 
 
    I stared at him with dead eyes. 
 
    “I ordered these goods, I have received them and I have paid for them according to the agreed method. I will carry them to my car. You have changed the rules unilaterally, Emile, and by rights I should shoot you and your damned associates where you stand. But for the sake of peace, and because I am in a hurry, I am going to pay you your extortion money, but don’t push it, Emile, or I might just change my mind.”  
 
    Njal said, “We don’t want to make the exchange outside. I bring the car.” 
 
    Emile and his associates exchanged nervous glances, but I tossed Njal the keys and he walked away, out into the night. I studied Emile’s face a moment and laughed. “Don’t look so worried, you changed the game, now you have to play it the new way.” 
 
    Two minutes later, the car rolled in and stopped in front of the SUV with its lights on full beam. Emile’s associates shielded their eyes and moved away, coming around the side of the car. Njal got out and I moved to the trunk, holding the box. I opened the hatch one-handed, and there was a big sports bag taking up all the space. Emile and his associates joined me, probably expecting to see the money there. I looked at Njal and said, “You got the envelope for Emile?”  
 
    He said, “Yuh,” and pulled a fat, manila envelope from the glove compartment. Emile grinned and moved toward him. Dreadlocks on my right made to follow. I shoved the box at the guy on my left and said, “Here, hold this while I make space.” 
 
    He looked surprised and clutched it instinctively. I leaned down, moved the sports bag out of the way and took hold of the kitchen knife that was lying underneath it. The movement that followed was fast and fluid. I laid my left elbow on the box and pushed down, and at the time moment I thrust the big kitchen knife into his throat, with the sharp edge of the blade facing out, so it sliced through his carotid artery. It was a silent death, because his windpipe was severed and he couldn’t scream. There were two ejaculated spurts of blood from his neck, but he bled out almost immediately. As he folded and fell, I took the box and put it in the trunk. 
 
    Three or four seconds had passed and Emile and his remaining associate, engrossed in the thick envelope Njal was handing over, had not noticed what had happened. They became aware when he hit the ground with a loud thud. Then they looked around, but then it was too late. 
 
    I frowned into Dreadlock’s frowning face, said, “What?” and drove the kitchen knife home into his fifth intercostals. He went into spasm. Emile screamed like a woman and ran. Njal took aim, but I ran after him. Shots could attract unwanted attention.  
 
    He was fast. As I skidded out of the warehouse door, he was arriving at his Mercedes. I sprinted and got to him as he was wrenching open the door. He whimpered as he clambered in. I hurled myself against the door, slamming it on one arm and a leg. He cried out. I wrenched open the door, took a fistful of his shirt and dragged him out. He flailed, swinging ineffectual punches at my face, clawing at me with his fingernails.  
 
    I snatched hold of his right wrist with my right hand and twisted inward, forcing him away from me. I palmed his elbow with my left hand, made him run and stagger a couple of paces and then he fell to his knees. I levered up slightly and dislocated his shoulder. He screamed again, saying over and over, “Oh, God, oh, God…” 
 
    I locked my right arm around his neck, took hold of my left elbow and squeezed hard with my left forearm. He went quiet, but his legs were kicking. I lifted and twisted savagely, felt his trachea crunch, then the vertebrae clunked. His arms and legs twitched, then after a moment, he went still. 
 
    When I went back inside, Njal had the knife and was squeezing it into the other associate’s hand. He glanced at me. “You leave any prints?” 
 
    “I wiped them off with my sleeve.” 
 
    We dumped Emile in the back of the Mercedes and drove him into the warehouse, then wiped the car clean of prints.  
 
    Njal climbed behind the wheel and started the engine. I got in and as we drove back toward the gate, he said, “I took their wallets and their IDs. We can use them for the bodyguards at the station.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    He went on. “What you wanna do about the fourth guy, the one who let us in?” 
 
    “I guess it’s his lucky day.” 
 
    He nodded that he agreed. He was still there, in his hoodie, guarding the gate when we arrived. He pulled it open for us and we drove out and left, back toward the Place Hébert.  
 
    Njal poked a cigarette in his mouth and lit up. “How long before somebody notice he has disappeared? How long before they look for him, or his associates, in the warehouse?” 
 
    “A day, at least.” 
 
    “We are one mile away, like the crow flies. Our car has been seen going in and coming out the warehouse.” 
 
    I nodded. “We need to dump the car. We can use public transport tomorrow. By the time somebody notices he’s missing and decides to look for him, we’ll be in Spain. We are still on plan.” 
 
    He nodded slowly. “Yuh…” 
 
    “We proceed exactly according to plan. Nothing has changed.” 
 
    “OK.” 
 
    We had pulled onto the Rue Ordener. I said, “Pull over here and let me out. I’ll go back to the apartment. You take the car and dump it, preferably somewhere where it’s likely to get stolen. Tomorrow we walk to the station. What is it, a mile?” 
 
    “About that, yuh. OK, I see you in half an hour.” 
 
    I got out and watched him drive away. Then I walked the three hundred yards to the apartment, keeping my head down and my hands in my pockets. Nobody spoke to me and nobody approached me. This was a place where people had learned to mind their own business.  
 
    Back at the apartment, I went to the kitchen, dumped the box on the blue, Formica table, and made a pot of coffee and laced it with a generous shot of whiskey. Then I sat, took the Sig from the box and dismantled it, cleaned and oiled it and put it together again, making sure it was in perfect working order. After that, I loaded the extended magazine, rammed it home into the butt and slipped it in my waistband.  
 
    Then I took the cake of C4, broke off a chunk two inches across and worked it into a ball which I flattened out, so it was half an inch deep and two inches in diameter.  
 
    In the cutlery drawer, I found a table spoon. I bent the handle back and forth a few times until it broke off, then I pressed the cake of C4 into the stainless steel cup. I set up the detonator with my cell, pressed it into the cake, and sealed the whole lot with a couple of strips of the high bonding tape. I dropped that into my pants pocket, then put the roll of tape in my jacket pocket.  
 
    Ten minutes later, Njal let himself in and closed the door. He leaned in the doorway, looking at the stuff on the table. “I left it like a mile away. Is pretty rough neighborhood. I left the doors unlocked. The keys I put on the sidewalk, six, seven feet away from the car, like I dropped them.” 
 
    “That should do it.” I leaned over, took the two applicators from the box and handed them to him. “Be real careful with these. Just touching this stuff can kill you.” 
 
    He took them and looked at them. “Elephant tranquilizer.” He put them in his pocket, then poured himself a coffee and laced it with Jameson’s. 
 
    “So, tomorrow,” he said, and held out his cup to toast. 
 
    “Tomorrow,” I said, and we drank. 
 
   


 
  

 NINE 
 
      
 
    By Saturday morning, we had the operation down as tight as we could get it. We had everything ready and in place, including three tickets on the 207 to Madrid from the Gare du Lyon. Njal had made the call to confirm that the car would be waiting for us on the Calle de Murcia, which was apparently four hundred yards walk from Madrid Atocha station. 
 
    “A blue Toyota Land Cruiser,” he told me. “It will be outside the fruit shop, by the bar El Paso.” 
 
    At one fifty that afternoon, we pushed through the plate glass doors that form the entrance in the huge, stone façade of the Gare du Nord. The concourse is always crammed with stalls and stands and banks of money changing machines. On that particular day, it was also swarming with people going away for the weekend, or coming to spend the weekend in Paris. We had expected that. I took up my position, leaning against the wall, and started staring at my cell phone like there was something really interesting going on on the screen.  
 
    Njal shouldered his way through the crowd on his long, lanky legs, with his hands thrust in his pockets, staring around him like he was looking for somebody. He found his position by the ticket barrier and after ten minutes, he took out his cell, too. I reflected for a moment on the sad truth that there is no better way to blend in today than by staring like a moron at your cell phone. But I didn’t reflect for long.  
 
    Five minutes later, the 207 from Brussels was pulling in, slow and smooth as a giant, steel worm, to the platform just behind Njal. It came to a stop and after a moment the doors opened with a loud hiss and it began to disgorge long streams of people.  
 
    I pressed the speed dial, heard it ring and put the phone to my ear. After a second, I watched Njal do the same. I said: 
 
    “Hello darling, have you missed me?” 
 
    “Yuh, no, this is kind of disturbing.” 
 
    “Well, what do you want to talk about?” 
 
    “Always with the confusing questions.” 
 
    “You’re Norwegian, right?” 
 
    “Yuh.” 
 
    “I thought it was the Germans who had no sense of humor.” 
 
    “Norwegians have great sense of humor, but only Norwegians understand it. OK, I have seen him, and if you give me just a few moments… Yuh, OK, I am on it.” 
 
    I felt a stab of adrenaline, smiled and started to move through the crowd, trying to keep the pace that we had established the day before. Into the phone, I said, “Oh, but that’s fantastic. I must try and keep pace with you. Tell me if I’m going too fast.” 
 
    “No, the distance is good and the pace is about right.” 
 
    Now, across the bobbing sea of heads and bodies, they came into view. Timmerman was tall, angular and well-dressed in a pale gray suit. He had gray, well cut hair and a dark gray coat over his right arm. He was walking briskly, with an air of authority, toward the exit. Behind him were two gorillas, both well over six feet, with very short, dark hair and the obligatory shades. 
 
    They were pretty much like clones of each other, except that the one on my left had a goatee. They were both dressed in dark suits and both had crew cut hair—and they both stayed not more than three feet behind their boss. I took that in at a glance, laughed and said into the phone, “Well, things are turning out just dandy. Listen, I have to run for my train, I’ll catch up with you later.” I hung up, but Njal had already put his cell in his pocket. I stopped dead in my tracks, fifteen feet from the approaching Timmerman, and boomed in a loud voice, “Jean-Claude? Jean-Claude?” 
 
    By now he was just ten feet away, frowning and looking bemused. I held out both arms and cried, “Jean-Claude Timmerman! As I live and breathe! How are you?” 
 
    He had slowed, frowning hard now, just seven or eight feet away. I made toward him with a big, happy smile on my face, closing the distance. “Well, don’t you remember me? At the Fenningers’? In Malibu?” 
 
    He said nothing. His bodyguards moved forward, flanking him. Njal was six feet behind them. I dropped my arms but held out my hand to shake his. “Perhaps you remember my father, Bob Walker. You would have known him as Gamma.” His face went pale and he tried to step back. Njal collided with the two gorillas. I saw his hands slap their necks. They turned, anger on their faces. He was backing away, half shouting, “I am sorry! I am sorry! My mistake!” 
 
    I ignored them, stepped forward and took Timmerman’s hand, squeezed it and pulled him toward me. “Walk with me. I have a gun pointed at your belly and a team in La Grandville, in Normandy, watching TV with your wife and daughters.” 
 
    His mouth dropped and I guided him away, toward the metro and the public toilets. He looked over his shoulder. Behind me, I could hear Njal shouting, “Please! Somebody help me! Something wrong with these men. Help me, please! A doctor! A doctor!” 
 
    Timmerman tried to pull back. I squeezed his arm, speaking and walking quickly. “Stay focused, Jean-Claude, your whole future, and your family’s future, depends on the judgments you make in the next five minutes. Get it right and you and your family will be reunited as though nothing had happened. Get it wrong, and everybody dies. Do we understand each other, Jean-Claude?” 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    They were the first words I’d heard him speak. His English sounded good, and that was encouraging. “You don’t answer a question with a question, Jean-Claude, especially to somebody who is threatening to kill you and your family. In a situation like that, you cooperate.” 
 
    We were trotting down stairs now. Njal’s shouting had stopped and I could hear his feet approaching at a steady run behind me. I said to Timmerman, “Can I count on your cooperation?” 
 
    “I demand to know who you are! What is this about? We will not negotiate with terrorists!” 
 
    I stopped outside the public toilets and smiled at him. “I am not a terrorist, Jean-Claude, I am from Omega.” 
 
    He went a kind of creamy, waxy color. 
 
    “I am not here to negotiate. And if you don’t cooperate, the next thing you see on my phone will be Katrina’s finger being removed with a pair of pliers. There will be no more warnings.” 
 
    He started to stammer something about, “No… wait…” but I propelled him gently in through the lavatory door just as Njal drew level with me. 
 
    “OK?” 
 
    I nodded. “Try and empty this place, will you?” 
 
    “Yuh, I can do that.” 
 
    I went in after Timmerman. There were half a dozen guys standing around, peeing, washing their hands and inspecting their faces in the mirrors. I spotted an empty cubicle at the end of a row and pushed my prisoner toward it. Behind me, I heard Njal, in his big, Norwegian voice, say, “OK, guys, everybody loves Larson’s chicken, right? That crazy look, in the empty eyes, right? Is like, is he gonna kill me? Or do some crazy shit? So, now, OK, explain this: nobody fuckin’ loves me. I’m the guy everybody walks away from. But I am talkin’ to you about Larson’s chicken! And everybody loves Larson’s chicken! So why don’t you love me?” As I locked myself in the cubicle with Timmerman, I could hear him whimpering, “Come back…I am talkin’ about the chicken…” 
 
    Timmerman’s eyes were wide and his temples were beaded with sweat. I said, “Take it easy, cooperate and everybody goes home happy. I want you to keep repeating that to yourself. Cooperate and everybody goes home happy. I have no need to hurt you or your family. Got it? OK, now, take off your jacket and your shirt and turn around to face the wall.” 
 
    He swallowed. “What are you going to do?” 
 
    I snarled, “Do it.” 
 
    His fingers were shaking so bad I had to do it for him. I took off his jacket and his shirt, spun him around and pushed him against the wall. Outside, I could hear Njal speaking to somebody. “No! No…!” He made a sound like a loud raspberry followed by the sound of vomiting, then added “Allez! Allez!” 
 
    I slapped the cake of C4 on Timmerman’s back and secured it there with three strips of tape in a six-pointed star. Then I took the roll of tape and ran a single strip six times around his body, holding the charge in place. There was no way he could ever remove it now without a very sharp knife and medical help. I turned him around to face me. He looked like he was going to vomit. 
 
    “Stay cool, Jean-Claude. You are not at risk. It’s just a bit of insurance. Put your shirt and jacket back on.” 
 
    While he was dressing, I took his cell phone from his pocket and removed the SIM, then opened the door and we stepped out. Njal was leaning in the doorway. As we approached, he said, “We should go. I think somebody went to get security.” 
 
    We stepped into the corridor. I said, “OK, take the metro. I’ll see you at the Gare de Lyon. You have your ticket?” 
 
    He nodded and walked on ahead on his long, lanky legs. Timmerman still looked really pale and I began to worry he might collapse on me, but I couldn’t let up on him. He said, “What did you put on my back?” 
 
    I took hold of his arm like we were old friends. “Jean-Claude, I need you to pay attention and listen very carefully to me.” 
 
    “OK, I am listening. Just, tell me what to do. Please do not hurt my family. I will cooperate.” 
 
    I gave him a smile I hoped was human and friendly. “That’s good. OK, I have some good news and some bad news for you. The good news is that there is nobody with your family in La Grandville.” 
 
    He stopped in his tracks, closed his eyes and shuddered. “Merci, mon Dieux!”  
 
    “Don’t get excited, keep walking. We’re going to get a taxi.” We started moving again. “The bad news comes in two parts. The first is that the option of taking your family hostage is still open to us if we need to do that, OK? The second is that I just taped a square inch of C4 to your back. It’s a shaped charge with a stainless steel back, and if it detonates, it will blow your heart right out through your chest. The tape I used is VHB. That means very high bonding and it is stronger than steel rivets. That means, when the time comes, it will have to be surgically removed.” 
 
    “Fils de pute!” 
 
    “Right first time, Jean-Claude, son of a bitch, that’s me. But there is more you need to know. The detonator is a micro-SIM. I have it on speed-dial one on my phone. I want you to assimilate, truly understand, that whatever you do, however far you try to run, all I have to do is dial one, and you will explode.” 
 
    We pushed through the door out into the street and we headed toward the taxi rank. As we climbed in the back of the nearest cab, I told him, “I’m going to give you five minutes to meditate deeply on all of your options. I need you alive, so be wise.” To the driver, I said, “Gare du Lyon.” 
 
   


 
  

 TEN 
 
      
 
    At five to two, we boarded the train to Madrid and inched our way down the crowded aisle toward our seats. Timmerman squeezed in and sat opposite me across the table. He was still pasty, but he looked like he was beginning to get a grip. People were pushing back and forth past each other, shoving their bags in the lockers overhead, finding their seats, stepping out for a smoke before we departed. He spoke quietly. 
 
    “What is it you want from me?” 
 
    “For the moment, Jean-Claude, all I want is for you to behave, relax, enjoy the journey. Later, I will want your cooperation on some very particular points. But for now, just relax.” 
 
    He studied me a moment with serious, calculating eyes. “You expect me to believe that you will blast me, here, sitting at this table with all these people around?” 
 
    I shrugged and smiled. “I’d put some distance between us first. It will be very messy. But as you’re asking this kind of question, ask yourself this: How would they ever link your death to me? All the fingerprints will be boiled off the tape. The detonator will be fried beyond any forensic use. I personally have no idea who you are. Your ticket was bought online by one Henry Winter, a man I have never met and who has no connection to me whatsoever. It will be an inconvenience to me if you die, Jean-Claude, but nothing more than that, and I will simply move on to the next name on my list.” I leaned forward with my elbows on the table. “But you should know that if you force me to dial one on my cell, you will also force me to make an example of your wife and kids, so that the next name on my list, Eta, does not make the same mistake.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed at the mention of Eta. “You say you are Omega, but you cannot be Omega.” 
 
    “Why? Because Alpha, Beta, Delta and Epsilon were all killed in Malibu?” I smiled and sat back. “OK, maybe you’re right. Maybe I’m the guy who killed them all. Either way, it makes no difference to you, because what I am, without a doubt, is the guy with his finger on the speed dial.” 
 
    A disturbance behind me told me that Njal had arrived and was shoving his bag in the overhead locker. He loomed over me, then slid into the seat beside Timmerman. I asked him, “Any problem?” 
 
    He shook his head. The people around us began to settle into their seats. The doors hissed closed and after a moment, there was a small jolt and we started to ease out of the station. I took Timmerman’s phone from my pocket, slid it across the table with the SIM card and said. “Call your wife. Tell her you’ve been delayed. It’s those damned Brits demanding their independence. You’ll be tied up all weekend, but you’ll see her when they get back. Think very carefully, Jean-Claude. Think of the trouble we have gone to, think about how much I appear to know about Omega, think especially about the consequences to your daughters if you try to be clever. Ask yourself if it is worth it, when Monday, we will be gone from your life without a trace.” We stared at each other for a long moment. I said, “Make the call.” 
 
    My French is basic at best and I didn’t understand most of what he said, but I could hear her voice in the background and she sounded a bit mad and a bit disappointed, but she didn’t sound scared or worried. I deduced from that that he had told her no more than I had told him to say. At the end he told her he loved her and blew her a kiss. Then he hung up, put the phone on the table and said, “Eh, voila!” 
 
    I took the phone from him and removed the SIM card again. The train began to gather speed. I said: 
 
    “We reach Barcelona at half past eight this evening, Jean-Claude. We have a few things we can talk about in that time.” 
 
    “Why are we going to Spain?” he asked. “Why Spain?” 
 
    “No, that’s not how we do this. I have a number of questions for you, but I have no answers. Let’s start by discussing a few generalities. You knew Ben, right?” 
 
    He frowned, but I couldn’t make much of it. He said, “Ben?” 
 
    “Alpha.” 
 
    His face cleared. “Ah, you call him Ben?” 
 
    “He was my brother.”  
 
    He went very still, his eyes narrowed slightly. “You said earlier…” I nodded. “Your father…” 
 
    “My father was Gamma, Bob Walker.” 
 
    “My God…” 
 
    “What does that mean, Jean-Claude? ‘My God’?” 
 
    “Of course, it has sense, you are Lacklan Walker.” I didn’t say anything. I watched him in silence, trying to read his face. At last he said, “You killed your brother. It is very powerful, this, very strong.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I did more than that. I beheaded Omega One and I crippled your research programs in the U.S.A. But now, I need you to explain something to me. After Malibu, you were quiet, you were minding your own business over here. You were leaving me alone, and I was leaving you alone. Then suddenly you put a contract out on me. What made you do that?” 
 
    He sighed, muttered something in French and looked out the window at the speeding countryside. “You are asking me to explain…” He shrugged and spread his hands in a gesture that could only be Gallic. “It is complex…” 
 
    “I’m not asking you to explain anything, Jean-Claude. I am telling you to explain.” 
 
    He sighed again and jerked his eyes around the train, like he was looking for the start of the explanation somewhere. “Omega,” he said finally, “is not an organization. You must know this. You are part of the family. You have to understand, Omega is a protocol! It is the final protocol. When humanity is in it’s infancy, you have protocol Alpha: make tools. When you have…” He glanced around, spreading his hands like he was exasperated at my stupidity. “…par exemple, basic industries in bronze or iron, you have protocol Epsilon, make empire. Rome was following protocol Zeta, the unification of cultures and religions…” 
 
    “What is this bullshit you are feeding me, Jean-Claude?” 
 
    “You tell me to explain! I am explaining!” 
 
    Njal said: “Listen to him.” 
 
    “There are twenty-four protocols. Each protocol covers a period of social development. Each stage of technology requires a protocol. We are at the end of protocol twenty-three, Psi.” 
 
    Njal asked, “What is protocol Psi?” 
 
    “When you have the technology for mass production and mass distribution, expand! And stabilize free markets!” 
 
    “And after Psi comes Omega.” 
 
    “Omega is the end. When technology surpasses human understanding.” 
 
    I was growing impatient. I growled, “What the hell does that mean?” 
 
    “It means when technology leads us to the portal of magic. When we are touching God!” 
 
    “Zeta had to be a Frenchman. You couldn’t have been German or Swedish.” 
 
    He shrugged at me. “What?” 
 
    “The portal of magic! Touching God! You’re making noises, Jean-Claude, but you’re not saying anything. God, magic, eyewash!” 
 
    He sighed and nodded. “OK, OK… I will explain in Anglo-Saxon terms you can understand. Again, for an example, Susumu Tonegawa, leading a team of researchers at MIT, has managed electronically to implant—map—false memories into a mouse’s brain. These memories are so strong that they control the behavior of the mouse. Now, we can explain this in very simple terms, that certain neural pathways are triggered by certain stimuli and these, in turn, trigger behavioral responses in the muscles. Bien!” He gave a Gallic shrug, pulled his mouth down at the corners and nodded. “But this! This is to be blind. Willfully blind. Because when we remember—you and I and this man here.” He gestured at Njal. “What are we doing? Yes, we are making movies in our head, we are playing the recording of conversations, concerts, the sound of the ocean on the sand, my mother’s voice telling me ‘I love you, Jean-Claude.’ We are recreating smells, taste, sensations on the skin.” He leaned forward with real passion in his eyes. “But, my friend, we are doing more than this. Think about it. When you look around you, see the landscape, see the people, when you listen to what I am saying to you, in this moment, you are not living in the present! Nono! You are remembering! Because all of this! All of this! It happen one tenth of a second ago! Everything that is your experience of life, is just a memory! Even as you live it! Because the messages take one tenth of a second to be processed by your brain!” 
 
    He sat back in his seat, staring at me as though he had just dropped an atom bomb, and wagged a negative finger, shaking his head. 
 
    “No, no! No, no, but much more than this. Much more than this.” He gestured at me with his open hand. “You know who you are, because of your memories! You are defined by your memories. You know you are human, you know you cannot fly, you know you like whiskey, you do not like rum, you like blonde girls, you can play the guitar, on and on and on, an infinity of limitations to your identity that define who you are, and all of it, all of it, is memory. And your brain makes you the shape you are, gives you blue eyes and brown hair, makes you thirty-whatever you are from memory! Encoded into your DNA!” 
 
    I sat watching him, chewing my lip and feeling out of my depth. Finally, I said, “What’s your point?” 
 
    He grunted. “All of this ‘encoding’ is streams of electrons flowing along neurons and sparking at the synapses where one neuron meets another. That is comfortingly like a computer: circuits, programs, electricity. But I can tell you that there is not one, single scientist on this planet who knows how electrons sparking across synapses produces consciousness. Memory creates identity, but what is identity? Ah! Perhaps, perhaps, it is the consciousness that is producing the sparking on the synapse, uh? Perhaps it is the identity that creates the memory! Uh? Nobody, nobody knows this! These mysteries of consciousness, of identity…” 
 
    I nodded. “So we have a technology…” 
 
    “We have a technology where we are making magic, where we are touching God. This is touching consciousness, and we do not know what it is. And there are many other fields in which we are doing this. As we go deeper down the rabbit hole in quantum physics, and we are able to manipulate matter at the nano-particle level, and we can integrate computers, machines and living tissue, then we are reaching beyond the limits of humanity, and into the realm of magic, of God. Then we are breaking the limitations of humanity. And this we are doing.” He laughed. “If they are doing this at MIT, you can imagine what we are doing at our dark labs.” 
 
    Njal glanced at me. “So at this time, the Omega protocol kicks in. What is the Omega protocol?” 
 
    “It is the final protocol. Can you imagine the kind of hell that will be this planet, with nine, ten, twelve billions of people, existing without joy, without aspiration, without knowledge of who or what they are, with their memories, their sense of identity, fed to them at night while they sleep, by their online app? It sounds like science fiction, but my friend, what we live today would be science fiction for your grandfather.” He shook his head out the window. “This phase is the phase that follows industrial revolution. Technology explodes out of control. Society becomes a machine that nobody can control, and human beings exist in the service of this machine.” 
 
    “So what is the Omega protocol?” 
 
    He turned to look at Njal and his face was devoid of feeling. “Destruction. By whatever means. Preserve the best that humanity has created: art, democracy, the rule of law, philosophy, Shakespeare, Mozart, Monet, Buddhism… and then humanity must die, leaving behind a small elite, entrusted with these jewels.” 
 
    I laughed. “You people blow my mind. Ben was just as credible, just as believable. You know? Sometimes I think you actually believe this horseshit yourselves. You can’t see, you really can’t see, that what you plan to do is the antithesis of everything you aim to preserve. The best of humanity? The best of humanity sets out to murder eight billion people. How is that the best of humanity?” 
 
    “I do not expect you to understand…” 
 
    “No, I don’t expect me to understand either. But what I am asking is if you understand. How do you square that circle?” 
 
    “A hundred and fifty thousand people die in this world every day. Fifty-five million people every year. That is twice the population of the state of Texas, ten times the population of Denmark or Norway. Is anybody responsible for this? Should we try to stop it? Do we have a duty as human beings to halt death? What are the consequences if we halt death, Lacklan? Can you square this circle?” He shook his head again. “It is you who are talking horseshit. Our responsibility is to make the world a good place in which to live.” 
 
    “Who for?” 
 
    He didn’t hesitate, he didn’t bat an eyelid. “Our clan.” 
 
    Njal raised an eyebrow at me. I knew what he was thinking. Last time he’d heard talk like this, it was from the mouth of Jim Redbeard.  
 
    “Let’s get back on task. So Omega is a protocol that instructs you to do what—facilitate or provoke the extermination of nine-tenths of humanity?” 
 
    “Not exactly.” 
 
    “Then what exactly?” 
 
    “Human beings are essentially a plague, Lacklan. We are parasitical. We suck our host dry, we are never satisfied and we produce vast amounts of toxic waste that damages our host. We cannot help it, it is our essential nature. We are at the top of the food chain, but we do not benefit the food chain, or the balance of the environment in which we exist. We are inherently destructive.” 
 
    I couldn’t argue with that and I said so. 
 
    An expression of deep distaste washed over his face and he said, “Yes, you of all people should know that. There are twenty-four protocols, twenty-four stages through which human development passes, and when it reaches the Omega phase, there is nothing that anybody can do to stop the catastrophic outcome. This happens with all plagues. The plague brings about its own destruction. The Omega protocol states that we must, as you say, facilitate this end, and preserve the best that humanity has created in its development toward its end.” 
 
    “Fine, whatever, so how does this explain why you sent a hit squad after me?” 
 
    “Because, in order to put the Omega protocol into effect, our position must be global.” 
 
    “So you were trying to get back into the States.” 
 
    He didn’t answer. He just stared at me. 
 
    We sped on, almost silent, through the fields and woodlands. Every now and then, a pylon, a tree or some structure too blurred to be identified would flash past. Then we would be in broad, open pastures again and distant objects would move past, slow and sedate: a farm, a village, a distant town with a church and a spire. 
 
    “Who is Alpha now? Is it you?” 
 
    He blinked a few times, then smiled. It was almost a benign smile, tolerant of my stupidity and ignorance. 
 
    “Alpha is Alpha.” 
 
    “You’re not in a position to play riddles with me, Jean-Claude. Don’t try my patience.” 
 
    “I am not Alpha. There has been no change to the position of Alpha.” 
 
    “I killed him. I shot him in the heart. I saw him die.” 
 
    “Then what is your question? You ask me something and you know the answer better than I.” 
 
    “I received a message, claiming to be from him, after he had died.” 
 
    He gave a small laugh. “I cannot comment, Lacklan. I have no information on this subject. I have not seen Alpha since the debacle at Fenninger’s house in Malibu. I cannot answer your question. But I can understand how you feel, to murder your own brother is hard. And the girl you love, she murdered your father.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at him. “Yeah, and he murdered hers.” 
 
    “A very sad story. Many conflicts of loyalty. And you are a man of deep loyalties, I think.” 
 
    “Can it. So who will take the positions of Beta, Gamma, Delta and Epsilon in the States?” 
 
    He shook his head. “I do not have this information at my fingertips. We are not so concerned with America. We are more concerned with Europe, the break up of Europe. We make our own army, our own NATO… what does this mean? Will it lead to war with U.S.A.? Is it a sign of the Omega protocol…?” 
 
    War with Europe. It was a theme that kept coming back. Was it something Omega was after? Was it a prelude to the end game for them? They were crazy enough to do it, that was for sure. Timmerman had closed his eyes and seemed to be drifting off into sleep. I was finding it hard to get his measure. His passion seemed genuine. His belief in the righteousness of what he was doing seemed genuine, and it was dangerously contagious. It was reminiscent of Ben. I watched him and wondered if I was, in fact, sitting in front of the new Alpha. 
 
      
 
    As evening fell and the windows turned dark, I asked a pretty stewardess who was passing for a martini, extra dry, and Njal and Timmerman had the same. While we were waiting for them to be delivered, Njal sat checking his phone. After a while, he said, “The police are looking for Timmerman.” 
 
    Timmerman glanced at the phone. He didn’t look happy. 
 
    I said, “How?” 
 
    “They identified his bodyguards.” 
 
    “Their prints?” 
 
    “Yuh.” 
 
    “That was quick. That would normally take days.” 
 
    Timmerman said, “They are SGRS. Their prints would show up straight away.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at him. “You’d better pray they don’t find you.” 
 
    Njal read from his phone: “A search has been launched at European level, with the cooperation of French police and intelligence services, and Europol. Witnesses reported seeing the two agents collapse at the station. A third man in a gray suit, believed to be Jean-Claude Timmerman,  was seen leaving the scene accompanied by two further men.” He looked up at me. “The general descriptions are basically accurate. All exits from France are being watched, security forces in Spain, Germany, Italy and Switzerland are on high alert.” 
 
    I thought for a moment. “They’ll be looking for three men traveling together. We have two hours before we get to Barcelona. That’s the first place we are likely to encounter a problem. You go to the café car. Spend the rest of the trip there. When you get off in Barcelona, get off farther down the train, from the second class carriages. When we board the Madrid train, get on separately and stay in the café. We’ll meet up at the car on Calle Murcia.” 
 
    Njal nodded. He turned to Timmerman and spoke quietly. “Don’t run. I want to see you back with your family. I like you.” He pointed across the table at me. “But this crazy son of a bitch? He kills without thinking.” He snapped his fingers. “Like that.” 
 
    He stood and took his bag, gave me an inscrutable Scandinavian look that could have meant anything, and made his way toward the bar. The stewardess arrived a little later, delivered our drinks along with a pretty smile and left. 
 
    Timmerman watched me while I sipped my drink. “Where do we go from Madrid?” 
 
    “Somewhere quiet where we can talk.” 
 
    “You are going to torture me?” 
 
    “I hope not. Like my friend, what I would really like is to see you go back to your family on Monday.” 
 
    It wasn’t a lie. It was what I wanted. It was never going to happen, but that didn’t change the fact that it was what I wanted.  
 
    “When will you tell me what it is you really want from me?” 
 
    “When we arrive.” 
 
    “When you can torture me if I refuse.” 
 
    I nodded. “Yes.” 
 
    He looked away. 
 
    I said, “I suggest you use this time to reflect, Timmerman. Every minute takes us two miles closer. If you know who I am, you know my reputation. You know what I have done and what I am capable of. Your best choice is to cooperate.” 
 
    An hour and a half later, we pulled into Barcelona Sants. The doors opened and people began to spill from the train onto the night platform. I stood and smiled down at Timmerman. “We’re old friends. Try to look as if you like me. Your life depends on it, and so does your family’s.” 
 
    He eased himself out of the seat and stood. “You can stop repeating it, Lacklan. You have made your point. I will play your game.” 
 
    We moved toward the exit and climbed down into the balmy September evening. “Playing games, lying, creating illusions. Isn’t that what Omega is all about? We have forty minutes to kill. Let’s go grab a coffee.” 
 
    There were armed Guardia Civil, the Spanish anti-terrorist squad, just about everywhere you looked. Three of them, a captain and two officers with assault rifles, were watching the passengers leave the train. Timmerman pulled his reading glasses from his breast pocket and put them on his nose, then pulled a slim diary from his inside pocket and walked along next to me, pointing out pages as though he was showing me something important. In my peripheral vision, I saw the captain frown at Timmerman. He took a step toward him and Timmerman looked me in the face, smiling, said something to me in German and burst out laughing. I laughed too, like it was the funniest thing I ever heard. The captain turned away and kept scrutinizing the passengers.  
 
    When we got to the main concourse, Njal was sitting over by the Madrid platform, reading a newspaper. We made our way to the café, got two carajillos—coffee laced with whisky—and sat outside at one of the tables. 
 
    “How well did you know Ben?” 
 
    The question surprised me. “Not well at all. He was my father’s assistant. I hated my father, and I didn’t like Ben.” 
 
    “But Ben loved your father?” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “I knew your father. Not well, but we talked. I liked him. He was a good man.” 
 
    “Yeah? Well, he betrayed you.” 
 
    “I know. He loved you. When did you discover Ben was his son?” 
 
    “At his funeral.” 
 
    “You must have realized, Lacklan, from your father and from Ben’s behavior towards you and your father, that Omega is all about loyalty. Ben gave you every opportunity. He went against our advice more times than I can remember, because he had promised his father he would look after you and Marni. And because he loved and admired you, as his own brother.” 
 
    “Timmerman, Ben tried and failed. You’re wasting your time.” 
 
    He laughed. “I haven’t much else to do with my time. But I will tell you something.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You damn us, you murder us, you cause incalculable damage to our projects, you reject us without listening to our cause, but you have nothing to offer in its place. You cannot deny that the world we have created has reached the end. It has become unsustainable. The system must collapse. Perhaps our solutions are not the best, but they are the best we have been able to provide.” He gave his Gallic shrug again. “Correct us. Engage with us. Show us a better way. What is your solution, Lacklan? You know?” He laughed again. “Criticism without some positive input is just whingeing!” 
 
    I squinted up at the ceiling of the station. Big steel echoes rolled, lonely and cold into the dark corners. I wondered for a moment if there was something in what he was saying. What was my solution? After a while, I said: 
 
    “I’m not a politician, Jean-Claude. I don’t know what the solution is. Maybe there isn’t one. But it seems to me, in a legitimate fight for survival, you can shoot somebody, knife him, cut him in half with a sword or an axe, and your enemy dies a human being. I don’t know if there is a soul, Timmerman. No doubt I’ll find out soon enough. But if there is, when I die, I want that soul to carry with it all my mistakes, all my triumphs, all the lessons I have learned from being me. Because it seems to me that if killing a man in self defense is a legitimate thing to do, robbing him of his soul by programming his mind to make him a willing, happy slave, is the most grotesque crime against humanity conceivable.” I smiled and shook my head. “Correct you? Engage with you? Show you a better way? No, Jean-Claude. The fact that you are a part of that, that you have signed up to it, tells me everything I need to know about Omega, and about you.” I leaned on the table and looked into his eyes. “There is no justification, there can’t be any justification, for robbing a person of their mind.” 
 
    They had started boarding the train for Madrid and Njal had joined the line. I stood. Timmerman watched me without standing up. “You are going to kill me, aren’t you.” 
 
    I held his eye for a long moment before answering. “I don’t want to. I want to send you home to your family on Monday. What happens here depends on you.” 
 
    He thought about that. Maybe he spotted the ambiguity in the answer and maybe he didn’t. Either way, he didn’t have much choice. He stood and made his way slightly ahead of me, toward the train. 
 
    Timmerman settled into the seat by the window, crossed his arms, closed his eyes and seemed to sleep for the rest of the journey through the night, toward Madrid. There was no view, no landscape to watch through the windows, only the glare of the lights on the black glass, and our reflections, disembodied, like ghosts riding beside the train. I wondered vaguely if Timmerman had got to Njal, if Njal would give me trouble later on. I wondered about Timmerman’s wife and children. They were aware now that he had been abducted. They would be feeling sick, afraid, wondering if they would see him again. 
 
    I looked at his sleeping face and wondered which one of us was the monster. Perhaps we both were. Perhaps the world would be a better place if it were rid of both of us. Perhaps utopia was a world of people subjected to Omega’s mind techniques, in which all the people like Timmerman and Ben, Njal, Jim Redbeard and me, were dead.  
 
   


 
  

 ELEVEN 
 
      
 
    We arrived at Atocha Station in Madrid at midnight. The place was huge and silent, save for sporadic, desultory sounds that rolled high across the cavernous ceiling: the iron scream of brakes, a woman’s voice peremptory, disembodied, a suitcase dropped on the tiled floor, loud and reverberating, yet distant and somehow lost among station echoes. And closer, the hustle and shuffle of feet herded along the concrete platform, sleepy coughs, and the mumbled conversation of people fresh from dreams but almost home. 
 
    There is no ticket inspection in Spain when you leave the train. You alight onto the platform and you go on your way. But as we filed toward the exit from the Ave, I saw ahead that the Guardia Civil had improvised a steel barrier before the concourse, and all the passengers were being funneled through three openings, where armed, uniformed men were inspecting not just their tickets, but their ID. Beyond them, spread across the concourse, there was half a dozen officers with assault rifles and dogs. Timmerman and I were a hundred yards away, but up ahead, I could see Njal being questioned by a lieutenant in a green uniform with a peaked cap. Njal was doing a lot of shrugging and managing to look stupid, but the guard didn’t seem to be buying it and the exchange was getting heated. 
 
    I glanced at Timmerman. He looked drawn. I said: “For Christ’s sake, cheer up. You look terrified.” 
 
    “They are looking for me. When I show them my ID card…” His hollow eyes flocked over my face. “You cannot kill me for this. I am not responsible…” 
 
    “I’ll blow you apart now if you don’t start smiling.” I laughed like I’d said something funny, and added, “And trust me, if they recognize you, you die!” like it was the punch line to a joke.  
 
    We were drawing closer. The lieutenant was holding Njal’s passport and shouting at him in a thick, Spanish accent, “Where do you come from?” 
 
    Njal looked scared. “I tell you, Norway. I am from Norway. See my passport…” 
 
    “No! No! From where do you come? In Spain? In France? From where you come?” He was getting mad and I was hopping Njal wasn’t overplaying his hand. His face cleared. “Aaaah… from where…? OK! From Barcelona. Before this from Santander, before this from Galicia…” 
 
    The lieutenant sighed and gave him back his passport, shaking his head, and waved him on. I had a hot, twisted knot in my belly. We couldn’t turn back and there was no way out except through the barrier. And Timmerman was right, the moment they saw his ID card, we were fucked six ways from Sunday. 
 
    I studied his face a moment, then reached in my pocket and pulled out Henry Winter’s passport and credit card, and the clear glasses I had worn as part of his identity. I handed them to Timmerman and said, “You’re British. You’re in Spain looking to invest in property. Put the damn glasses on. Pull ahead like we met on the train and you’re saying good bye.” 
 
    He opened the passport and stared at the face looking back at him. “The photograph, it is you with glasses and a mustache…” 
 
    “It’s neutral. You shaved and stopped dying your hair. Now pull ahead and put some conviction into your performance. Your life depends on it, pal.” I smiled at him and said, “Well, Mr. Winter, it was nice meeting you. Good luck with your investments.” 
 
    He sighed, closed his eyes a moment and shoved on the glasses. “Yes! You too,” he said, with bitter irony, “with your enterprise!” 
 
    We were approaching the barrier. Timmerman had pulled three or four places ahead of me. The woman in front of him was waved through by a young guard with an ugly attitude, and Timmerman stepped forward. He smiled at the guard and showed him his passport. The guardia wasn’t stupid. He scowled at it and shook his head. “Esto no es usted! This is not you!” 
 
    Timmerman gave a tolerant laugh. “Of course it is me! I have shaved my mustache. My hair… Last year it went gray! But it’s me! You can see, the face…” 
 
    The guard stared hard at the picture and at Timmerman two, three times. He was telling himself they were looking for three men, two were possibly terrorists, one of them was an EU commissioner who had been abducted. Henry Winter, alone, with a shaved mustache and gray hair was not what he was looking for, but still he knew something was wrong. He turned to the guy on the next line, “Pepe, que te parece…?” 
 
    He was asking him what he thought. He handed over the passport and his colleague took it, looked at Timmerman and back at the passport, then shrugged and made a face with his mouth pulled down at the corner. “Puede ser, de todos modos no es el hombre al que buscamos.” He shrugged. “No te compliques la vida, tío.” 
 
    It’s not the guy we’re looking for. Don’t complicate your life. The guardia took back the passport, glanced another couple of times from the picture to Timmerman, then handed it back to him. “You must update this photograph. This is no acceptable photo!” He jerked his head toward the exit. Timmerman thanked him and walked away, promising him he would do that.  
 
    I realized then that I’d had my shoulders hunched and I’d been holding my breath. The line began to move again and I maneuvered myself toward the lieutenant. He was the only one of the three who had not seen the photograph of Henry Winter. The other two had studied it closely and there was a good chance they would recognize me.  
 
    One passenger stood between me and the lietenant. Beside me, the guard who’d checked Timmerman waved two Spanish women through, then he waved his hand at me. I looked surprised and pointed at myself, “Me?” 
 
    “Si! Usted! Venga!” 
 
    I looked behind me at the people in his line. There were maybe half a dozen, but most of them were women and he knew he was looking for men. I could hear him shouting. Acting the gentleman, I gestured at the nearest women. The guard bellowed at me, “Venga! Venga!” The women looked mad. She strutted up to him and started rattling in Spanish. He shouted at her and she shouted back. She had a home and kids to get to. Franco had died, or hadn’t he heard? And he could stop shouting at her, too. Who the hell did he think he was, just because he had a goddamn uniform?  
 
    The guy in front of me went through and the lieutenant waved me over. I handed him my passport and he studied it, and me, carefully. I fit the description he’d been given, but so did a million other men, and there was only one of me. There should be three and one of them should be behaving like a hostage, scared, at the very least nervous.  
 
    “Where you come from?” 
 
    “Paris.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed. “What were you doing in Paris?” 
 
    “I am writing a book about the collapse of the European Union. I was doing research.” 
 
    “You are traveling alone?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Where are you staying in Spain?” 
 
    “I’m staying the weekend at the Hilton, then I will travel around Spain, talking to people...” 
 
    He nodded once, handed me my passport and waved me on. 
 
    The main concourse was practically empty. I walked past the guards and the dogs, who ignored me, and went through the big, plate glass doors into the main station building. There was no sign of Njal or Timmerman anywhere.  
 
    I followed the exit signs past closed cafes, the tropical garden and a couple of cleaners with big yellow carts and mops, who looked like they were as tired of their lives as they were of their jobs. I rode the escalator up and crossed the mall to the main exit. All the shops were closed and the only humans up there were a security guard staring through a shop window and a man and a woman in suits, pulling cases on wheels. The automatic plate glass doors slid open for them and they stepped out into the broad gardens that fronted the station. I followed them, searching for Njal and Timmerman. They weren’t there either. 
 
    I made my way up to the Plaza Emperador Carlos V. It was bright with lights under a black sky, and still busy with traffic, despite the hour. I stood for a moment and looked around. On my left was the Paseo de las Delicias, the Boulevard of the Delights. I headed down that way. It wasn’t especially delightful, but after two blocks I turned left into the Calle Murcia and found Njal, in the light of an old, iron streetlamp leaning with his ass against a dark blue Toyota Land Cruiser. Timmerman was leaning against the wall, by the grocery store. I said: 
 
    “What about the key?” 
 
    “It was taped underneath. Standard procedure.” 
 
    “You drive four hours. Then I drive. Let’s go.” 
 
    The lights flashed and bleeped. I opened the door and Timmerman climbed in. I got in the front passenger seat and slammed the door. Njal was behind the wheel and looked at me. “Where are we going?” 
 
    Timmerman looked at me curiously in the mirror. “Not even he knows?” 
 
    I ignored him. “You’re looking for the E5 headed south toward Cordoba, Avenida de la Victoria.” 
 
    He punched it into the satnav, then pulled away, crossed over the Boulevard of the Delights and turned south onto the Boulevard of Saint Mary of the Head. You have to hand it to the Spanish. They know how to name a street. 
 
    We drove through the night. There was no landscape visible, only the dark glass of the windows, and the tapering blacktop in the amber funnels of the headlamps. After the initial plains south of Madrid, the roads were mainly mountain roads that climbed and dipped through pine forests that loomed on either side, like vast black walls. Occasionally we would plunge into a long, narrow tunnel, illuminated with bleak, yellow light, and emerge again on the other side, among more black peaks, with the road winding on, seemingly interminable.  
 
    At that time of the night, the roads were largely empty and the going was easy. Timmerman slept most of the way, and I allowed myself to drift into a state of semi-sleep, where I was relaxed enough to rest, but aware of what was going on around me, aware of the steady procession of dead gas stations and closed, silent ventas by the side of the road. 
 
    At three fifty A.M., we finally approached Cordoba, a distant glow on our right. Njal followed the signs and pulled off the highway. We followed the narrow road for a couple of hundred yards and suddenly we were in a town that could have been in Arizona or New Mexico. There were low, one-story houses with small verandas on roads lined with orange trees. Tall, steel streetlamps cast a sickly, yellow glow over empty streets with sidewalks that were made of yellow dust, where here and there a truck was parked, and bars displayed Coca-Cola signs shaped like bottle tops.  
 
    Then, just as suddenly, we were among seven story blocks, kebab shops and dark, silent bars with terraces. We came to a big roundabout, crossed it and then we were on a large bridge, crossing the Guadalquivir River onto a broad avenue flanked by gardens. The satnav spoke suddenly, “You have reached your destination.” 
 
    I said, “Keep going. Stay right at the next roundabout.” 
 
    We followed the avenue past a large fountain and a grotesque hotel faced in ugly bronze plates, then right past silent department stores with luminous, frozen tableaus in their windows, and left past the Parque de Colon, with its giant eucalyptus trees and 18th century water features. After that, we crossed two avenues and began to climb out of the dawn city into the foothills of the Sierra Morena, into the suburbs of El Brillante, the residential area of gated, luxury houses with swimming pools and tennis courts and lawns shaded by giant pine trees and palms, where the rich Cordobeses sunbathe and pretend they are in Malibu. 
 
    I said, “Take the second right, then it’s the fifth house on your left, big green metal gates.” 
 
    I pulled out my cell as we turned onto a cobbled hill, dialed a number and, when it stopped ringing, said, “We’re here.” 
 
    Up ahead, a set of large, green, steel gates was rolling back. Njal slowed and I said, “Turn in here.” 
 
    We pulled into a gravel driveway and came to a halt in front of a double garage. Behind us, we could hear the gates rolling closed again. On our right, there was a garden—eighteen orange trees set around six palms which encircled an arabesque fountain. Broad steps led down to the garden from a veranda, overgrown with jasmine and Russian vine, that fronted a classical Spanish villa. Njal killed the engine and we climbed out. 
 
    At the top of the steps was a man in his late thirties. He was clean-shaven with sandy hair parted on the left. He was wearing a khaki shirt and chinos. When he spoke, he had the amused drawl of the English upper classes. 
 
    “Lacklan Walker, as I live and breathe.” He came down the steps and held out his hand. “It’s good to see you, old friend. I won’t ask what the hell you’re doing here, I assume it is illegal.” 
 
    I shook his hand and slapped his shoulder. “Need to know, D’Arcy. Where is your wife?” 
 
    “Carmen is staying with her parents tonight. I packed her off when you said you were coming. Who are your friends?” 
 
    “This is Njal, a colleague…” they shook. “And…” 
 
    D’Arcy smiled and reached out a hand. “Jean-Claude Timmerman. I do watch the news, Walker. How do you do, Mr. Timmerman?” 
 
    Timmerman shook his hand and shrugged. “I have had better days.” 
 
    “I’m sure. Shall we go inside?” 
 
    He led us in to a central patio with a cobbled, mosaic floor and another fountain at the center, surrounded by potted jasmine, geraniums and other flowers. Two staircases rose on the right and left to a galleried, second floor landing that surrounded the patio on three sides. He led us across and down some steps into a large, modern kitchen with an old, heavy wooden table in the middle of the floor. 
 
    “You’re probably desperate for some coffee and something to eat, aren’t you? Grab a seat.” 
 
    Njal and Timmerman sat on old pine chairs at the table. I remained standing while D’Arcy put a pot of coffee on to brew, and then loaded the table with milk, sugar, bread, butter, cheese and ham. When he was done, he glanced at me and said, “Got a moment? Let me show you the house while the coffee brews.” To Njal, he said, “You chaps help yourselves to anything you want. We won’t be a minute.” 
 
    He led me back up the stairs to the patio, then crossed it to the left and opened the door onto a long, broad library-cum-study furnished with heavy, oak Castilian furniture that looked authentic. At the far end there was a desk, and halfway down a couple of armchairs by an old, stone fireplace. He went to the desk and rested his ass against it. I sat on the arm of one of the chairs. We looked at each other a moment, then D’Arcy said: 
 
    “Head Office is a little unhappy, Walker.” 
 
    When the British military say they are a little unhappy, it means they’re as mad as a grizzly with a hornet up its ass and death and mayhem are likely to follow. I raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    “Emile has been murdered. He was a valuable asset. The shop said you’d asked for a delivery to be sent to him.” 
 
    I nodded. “He tried to blackmail me, threatened to talk.” 
 
    “There are procedures for that, Walker. You don’t just go around killing company assets because they annoy you. You shouldn’t strictly have been using him in the first place. You aren’t really in the company anymore.” 
 
    “That’s bullshit and you know it. Once you’re in, you’re in for life. I found that out the hard way.” 
 
    “They’re worried you’ve gone rogue. I’ve been ordered to take care of it.” 
 
    I felt a hot jolt in my gut. “Take care of it?” 
 
    “I’ve been told to find out if you’re a liability.” 
 
    “And if I am?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Don’t ask questions you already know the answer to, Lacklan. You know the procedure. Be hospitable, engage you in conversation and if I decide you’re a liability, terminate you. The only reason we are in my study having this conversation is out of respect for our friendship. I confess, when Head Office contacted me, I was certain you’d have a good explanation.” He frowned, narrowed his eyes. “But here you are, turning up at my house, admitting you killed an important asset, for no good reason that I can see, and you have the missing Commissioner Jean-Claude Timmerman in tow. Frankly, Lacklan, at the moment, it’s looking as though you’ve taken leave of your senses.” 
 
    I puffed out my cheeks and blew, wondering where the hell to begin. “It’s a long story, D’Arcy, and I haven’t got a lot of time.” 
 
    “You may have less time than you think. What’s the short version?” 
 
    I spread my hands. “OK, Timmerman is the head of a covert, European organization. They had a branch in the U.S., which I destroyed. Timmerman sent a hit squad out to Boston to take me and my family out. I am here to shut down Timmerman and his organization.” 
 
    He stared at me for a long time, then burst out laughing. “It sounds like the plot of a second rate James Bond film. You expect me to believe that?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, I don’t, but it’s true.” 
 
    He was still smiling. His eyes were skeptical. “How do you plan do destroy this organization?” 
 
    “I can’t tell you that. Please don’t ask me. In any case, it isn’t relevent to what’s worrying you and Head Office.” 
 
    “You’ll have to give me something, Walker. You don’t want to make an enemy of the Regiment.” 
 
    “No, I don’t. I need you on side, and believe me, with what’s coming up, you need me on side, too.” 
 
    He frowned. “Is that a threat?” 
 
    “No. It’s a fact. Look, D’Arcy, I haven’t got time to explain everything to you, and I sure as hell haven’t got time to try and persuade you. But if you hear it from Timmerman’s lips, will you believe me?” I thought about it for a moment. “Maybe this is something you guys at the DI need to know about.” 
 
    He studied me for a while, trying to read me. Finally, he said, “Yeah, OK. What about your chap, Njal? Who’s he?” 
 
    “He’s one of my guys. You can trust him.” 
 
    “You’re on bloody thin ice here, Walker. This had better be good.” 
 
    I smiled, but without much humor. “It’s good. Believe me. It’s going to blow your mind.” 
 
    He didn’t say anything, but his face told me he was hoping he wasn’t going to have to kill me. I was hoping that, too, because if anybody could, he and his pals could. 
 
   


 
  

 TWELVE 
 
      
 
    When we got back to the kitchen, Njal stood up.  
 
    “I must sleep. You have a room for me?” 
 
    D’Arcy nodded. “Of course. Main patio, up the far stairs, first door.” He turned to me. “I had Maria make up the beds when you said you were coming.” 
 
    “Yuh, thanks.” To me, Njal said, “What time you want to leave in the morning?” He looked at his watch. “Is quarter to five.” 
 
    I thought about it. “Mid morning: eleven, twelve.” 
 
    He gave me the thumbs up and left. Timmerman watched me and D’Arcy sit at the table and sighed. “I also could sleep. It has been an exhausting day.” 
 
    D’Arcy gave him a sympathetic smile that offered little hope. “I’ll show you to your room very shortly, Mr. Timmerman. I am very sorry about this, but we need to ask you just a couple of questions first.” 
 
    “Alors…” he spread his hands. “Ask.” 
 
    Before D’Arcy could speak, I said, “Explain to Mr. D’Arcy what Omega’s view of the British withdrawal from the European Union is.” 
 
    I caught D’Arcy’s startled glance, so did Timmerman. He gave a tired smile and shook his head. 
 
    “You are a very devious, dangerous man, Mr. Walker. So, Mr. D’Arcy does not know about Omega, but he works, I imagine, for the British Department of Intelligence. No doubt it is the Secret Intelligence Service. You need to make him aware of Omega, but you need also for him to see us in the negative light, as a threat to Britain, so you ask, how does Omega view Brexit.” He shook his head again. “Very well.” He studied D’Arcy’s face a moment. “Omega does not want a breakdown of the Union, Mr. D’Arcy. There are dark times coming in the near future, and Omega believes that a united Europe, with Britain at the heart of the Union, has a better chance of success in surviving these dark times than with a disunited, fractured Union. Therefore, we oppose Britain’s departure, and we work behind the scenes to prevent it.” 
 
    D’Arcy flopped back in his chair and stared at Timmerman. “You’re serious,” he said. “You are actually quite serious.” 
 
    “I am very serious, Mr. D’Arcy. And believe me, Mr. Walker is doing you no favors by making you aware of our existence.” 
 
    “Why…” He glanced at me, frowning, trying to get his head around what was happening. “Why are you telling me this? Why are you here?” 
 
    Timmerman looked at me with interest. They were the questions he was asking himself too. 
 
    I said, “You don’t need to know that, D’Arcy. I will give you the names of Omega’s operatives in the U.K. In exchange, you help me.” 
 
    “Help you how? What do you need?” 
 
    “I need to dye Timmerman’s hair and change his clothes. We had to leave our weapons in Paris, so we need a couple of automatics, and a few hours’ sleep. I need to use the house in Torre de Olvera. And above all, I need your word you won’t alert the authorities.” 
 
    For the next hour, D’Arcy debriefed Timmerman on the subject of Omega, and in particular Omega’s position on Britain’s departure from the European Union, Omega’s activities within the U.K. to attempt to sabotage that departure, the Union’s plans for militarization and the creation of an alternative NATO. He filmed the interview on his laptop, the debriefing was thorough and detailed, and some of the people he revealed as being on Omega’s payroll surprised even me. 
 
    By the time we had finished, D’Arcy looked as shattered as Timmerman. He sat shaking his head and looking at the notes he had taken on the table in front of him. “This is science fiction,” he said. “How can you get away with this? How is it possible…?” 
 
    Timmerman, ragged and exhausted, suddenly erupted, “Va te faire foutre! Imbécile! Come on!” He slammed his hand on the table. “If Mexican peasants can organize the Sinaloa cartel, infiltrate the American judiciary, the FBI! The Senate! Utilize the major banks to whitewash billions of dollars every year! You don’t think a coalition of the richest, most powerful men and women in the world can make an organization like Omega? Tu est fou!” He stood and looked at me. “Kill me, if you have to, but now I am going to bed.” To D’Arcy, he snapped, “You have a room for me? Or I must sleep with the dog in the garden?” 
 
    D’Arcy blinked. “Of course not. Up the stairs in the patio. The second door.” 
 
    “Eh bien! Good night!” He left muttering something under his breath that sounded obscene and probably was. 
 
    As he disappeared, I said, “There is more, D’Arcy. A lot more. This is just the tip of the iceberg. You think this is like science fiction…? You ain’t seen nothing yet.” 
 
    We talked for another half hour and finally, as the sky was turning pale outside the kitchen window, I stood, then hesitated a moment. 
 
    “What are you going to tell Head Office?” 
 
    “I’ll tell them you acted in self defense. But they won’t be very interested, not when I present them with this.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    I left D’Arcy in the kitchen and made my way up to bed. It was six o’clock. I figured if I could sleep till ten, we could leave after an early lunch and be in the sierra of Cadiz by early afternoon. I let myself into the third bedroom along the galleried landing, fell on the bed and slipped immediately into unconsciousness. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    As it was, I was up and showered by nine o’clock and went next door to wake Timmerman. He was already awake and dressed, so I banged on Njal’s door and the three of us went down to the kitchen for breakfast. 
 
    I was surprised to find a woman at the sink. She was in her late fifties and had an apron on. She turned as we came in and froze. She put her hands to her mouth and screamed. I shook my head at her and smiled. “Amigos,” I said, “Amigos de Señor D’Arcy.” 
 
    Either my Mexican Spanish was no good here, or she just didn’t believe me, but she inched around the table and fled through the door, calling, “Señor D’Arcy! Señor D’Arcy!” 
 
    I started making coffee and out on the patio, I could hear D’Arcy laughing and talking consolingly to the woman, who I guessed was the Maria he had mentioned earlier. I heard the street door close and then D’Arcy came in, looking tired and drawn. 
 
    “I’m sorry about that. I sent her a message at six this morning not to come in, but she hadn’t switched on her phone. I told her you were friends visiting from England and sent her home. What’s your plan, Lacklan?” 
 
    I put the coffee percolator on the cooker and said, “Brunch, dye Jean-Claude’s hair, dress him less conspicuously, out of here by eleven, twelve-thirty the latest. You have something for me and Njal?” 
 
    He nodded, reached in his jacket and pulled out two automatics. They were Glock 17s, the new standard issue for the British Army. The magazine held 17 rounds and he had two spare magazines. “Unless you’re planning to start a war, that should be enough.” He handed them over and I took them. “And this,” he added, and tossed me a large bunch of keys. I grabbed them. 
 
    “The house in Torre?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Thanks.”  
 
    I turned to Njal and Timmerman. “OK, let’s get this done and get out of here.” 
 
    We stuck Timmerman’s head in the kitchen sink and started following the instructions on the pack. Meanwhile, D’Arcy went upstairs to look for casual clothes that might fit him. He found a pair of jeans, a sweatshirt, a sweater and a pair of shades.  
 
    He brought them down and dumped them on the table while we fastened a plastic bag around the top of Timmerman’s head and sat him in a chair to wait for the dye to take. He looked mad, like his dignity had been injured. 
 
    “If somebody tells me yesterday morning that today I will be sitting in a kitchen in Cordoba, dying my hair, with a plastic bag on my head, I will laugh at him!” 
 
    I couldn’t help smiling. For a moment, it was hard not to see him as just a human being. I put a cup of coffee in front of him and a plate of toast, then went to load our things in the back of the SUV. After that, I went to sanitize the bedrooms and returned to the kitchen. Njal had removed the bag from Timmerman’s head and was combing his hair. Timmerman scowled at me. 
 
    “It is humiliating.” 
 
    “There are worse things than a bit of light humiliation, Jean-Claude. Get dressed. We’re going.” 
 
    I picked up the clothes D’Arcy had left on the table and threw them at him. He caught them, stood and began to take off his suit. He had his jeans on and was pulling on his sweatshirt when the intercom buzzed. There was somebody at the gate. I stared at D’Arcy. He shrugged. 
 
    I said, “Answer it.” 
 
    He picked up the phone and the screen above it came to life. It showed two Guardia Civil and a plain clothes officer. I pulled the Glock, cocked it and put it to D’Arcy’s head. 
 
    Njal said to Timmerman, “Put your glasses on. Put your suit in the rubbish. Fast!” 
 
    D’Arcy said, “I have no idea what this is about.” He pressed the talk button and asked in Spanish what the problem was. The cop answered in passable English. 
 
    “Mr. D’Arcy. May we come in and talk to you, please?” 
 
    “What’s it about? It is not very convenient at the moment.” 
 
    “We have a report that there are fugitives in your house.” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous. There is nobody in my house but me and some friends from London.” 
 
    “Mr. D’Arcy. I must insist. This is a very serious matter. The fugitives may be terrorists. If you do not let us in, I will assume you are in danger.” 
 
    D’Arcy looked at me and mouthed, I have to let them in. I nodded. He said, “Very well, but this really is ridiculous.” 
 
    He buzzed the gate open and hung up the phone. “Lacklan, I swear I have no idea what this is about. It must have been Maria. She must have recognized Timmerman from the news.” 
 
    I waved the Glock toward the door. “Answer it. Persuade them to go away, but if they insist, invite them in.” 
 
    “Lacklan, you can’t kill them!” 
 
    “Just do it. Now!” To Njal I said, “With me. You know what to do?” 
 
    He nodded. I grabbed a couple of dishcloths, threw one to Njal and tied the other around the bottom part of my face. I looked at Timmerman and he understood what the look meant. The doorbell rang and we moved across the central patio to the door. Njal and I stood on either side of it, in the shadows. I mouthed to D’Arcy, Make them go away. 
 
    He opened the door with a smile on his face that said they were being tedious.  
 
    “Good morning. As you can see, I am perfectly all right and there are no terrorists hiding in my house.” 
 
    “Señor D’Arcy. We would like to come in your house and make a search. It is necessary.” 
 
    “It really is very inconvenient.” 
 
    “Are you hiding something, Mr. D’Arcy?” 
 
    “No, of course I’m not!” 
 
    “Then you have no problem if we come in.” 
 
    He sighed. There was nothing he could do. He stood back. “Very well, come in and see for yourself.” He stepped away from the door and walked into the patio, saying, “Where do you want to begin?” 
 
    They came in after him, looking around, but not looking behind. When the last of the three had crossed the threshold, I moved fast, closing in on the nearest uniform, and smashed the butt of the Glock into the back of his head. His legs went wobbly and he slumped to the floor.  
 
    The other guard heard and reacted fast. Njal was closing on him, but he swung around, shouting, pulling his piece from his holster. Njal covered him and said, “No!” But the plainclothes man had turned and was charging me. I should have shot him, but in my book, you don’t shoot the good guys. Instead, I stuck the muzzle of my Glock in his face and hoped he would stop. He didn’t. He grabbed the barrel of the weapon with one hand and my wrist with the other and tried to disarm me. It was a stupid thing to do. It didn’t work and there was panic in his eyes,  
 
    I ripped the gun from his hands, kicked him hard in the knee and slammed the butt of the Glock into his chin. The last remaining Guardia Civil had his hands up and looked really scared. Njal said, “What do you want to do with him?” 
 
    D’Arcy was standing immobile, watching us. I didn’t look at him, I said, “Leo, charge me.” I raised my gun and aimed at the Guardia. 
 
    He got on his knees and begged, “No, por favor, le suplico, tengo dos hijos, por favor, tenga piedad…” 
 
    I heard Leo roar, “No!” and charge me. I turned and shot him in the left shoulder. He went down. I stepped over and smashed the pistol into the Guardia’s head. I pulled the dishcloth from my face and snapped: “Get Timmerman. Let’s get the hell out of here.” Njal made for the kitchen and I knelt by D’Arcy’s side. “You got your cell?” 
 
    He nodded. “Fuck, it hurts.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. It hurts less than twenty years in a Spanish prison.” 
 
    He nodded. “I know. Listen, in the garage, under the toolbox, number plates. They’re magnetic. They clip on.” 
 
    “Thanks, D’Arcy. I’m sorry. Give me five minutes.” 
 
    “Don’t be. Just get the hell out of here.” 
 
    Njal led Timmerman out to the SUV and I let myself into the garage. I found the toolbox and underneath it, I found two sets of plates. One was French, the other was Portuguese. I went out to the driveway, climbed in the driver’s seat as the gates rolled open and backed out onto the road. There was nobody about, so I handed Njal the French plates and said, “Put these on, fast.” 
 
    Five minutes later, we were cruising down the hill toward the city center, retracing the route we’d followed the day before. At the Parque de Colon, I stopped at a red light. Two ambulances and three Guardia Civil cars crossed the intersection and went screaming past us with their sirens wailing and their lights flashing. I watched them in the mirror, crossing the two avenues and heading up the hill. Ahead, the lights changed to green and I pulled onto Ronda de los Tejares, toward the avenue and the bridge of San Rafael, and the freeway south, toward Malaga. At Antequera, we would turn west, toward Cadiz, and Torre de Olvera.  
 
    And there I would put my question to Jean-Claude Timmerman.  
 
    And he would give me his answer. 
 
    I felt a hot pellet of adrenaline in my gut. It was part rage, part triumph—and part as though I could smell change on the air, the coming of something new, a new age, a new world. It was a feeling I didn’t understand and couldn’t articulate. It was a feeling of awe, of fear, of excitement, all mixed together into a volatile, explosive mixture.  
 
    From the back, I heard Timmerman laugh quietly. I glanced in the mirror. “What? What’s the joke?” 
 
    “Your face, Mr. Walker. You can feel it. You can feel it coming, and you want it as much as we do. You belong with Omega. You know that. Like your father, like your brother, you are one of us.”  
 
    “Really, Timmerman? I’m one of you? If I were one of you, there would be four dead men back at D’Arcy’s house. You know why I am not one of you? Because I believe in humanity, and you want to destroy it.” 
 
    It sounded lame, even though I meant it. He laughed softly again, then repeated what he’d said before: 
 
    “You are one of us.” 
 
   


 
  

 THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
    The heat, even in September, was oppressive. We kept the windows closed and the A/C on. Outside, the landscape, though it was all farmland, was like a desert: raw earth and dust in shades of rusty red, dirty chalk and gray, stretching out for miles toward the distant peaks and sierras in the south and west. The car thermometer said it was thirty-eight degrees, a hundred Fahrenheit, and it was barely noon. 
 
    It was seventy five miles to Antequera. We did it in forty-five minutes, during which my eyes were on the rearview mirror more than the road. But I didn’t see any cops, or any other vehicles that seemed to be tailing us, and at the interchange just north of the city, I slowed and took the exit for Seville. A couple more interchanges and pretty soon we were on the A385, heading west through empty miles of yellow stubble toward the Sierra de Cadiz, a row of jagged, blue hills that rose like broken teeth out of the horizon. Njal spoke for the first time in almost an hour. 
 
    “You put a couple of saguaro out there, maybe you are in Arizona, or southern California.” 
 
    The road was rough. You couldn’t do more than fifty or sixty on it without risking either getting stopped by the Guardia or hitting some guy riding a burro. After half an hour, we came to the town of Campillos, where we stopped and bought some basic food supplies at the local supermarket. I also bought six pairs of boot laces and two bottles of Jameson’s whiskey. Then we continued on our way. 
 
    Everywhere you looked, the earth was some shade of gray, and out of the parched, gray soil, twisted olive trees grew in regimented lines, in their thousands. The road twisted on for another fifteen minutes till we came to the town of Almargen. After that, the landscape changed and we started to climb through rolling hills. The temperature started to drop and the gray slopes began to be populated by pine trees, eucalyptus and cyprus bushes. Ten minutes later and we were climbing among steep hills abundant with grass, meadow flowers and trees. The mountains here were not the regular saw teeth of the sierra, but wild, jagged peaks, abrupt among broad, flat valleys; and as we rounded a sweeping bed in the road and came out over a wide plateau, in the distance, we saw the castle of Torre Olvera silhouetted on a solitary hill, no more than two miles distant. 
 
    Timmerman, who had not spoken since we’d left Cordoba, said, “This is where you are taking me?” 
 
    “Not exactly.” 
 
    We followed the A385 down out of the hills and came, after five minutes, to an intersection. Here I turned left and we wound along a road that had been overdue for repairs ten years earlier. It climbed and dipped and twisted around blind corners, through pine woods and olive groves, past a tiny village called La Torre—the Tower—and there crossed a bridge over a river. The blacktop came abruptly to an end and suddenly we were on a broad road of beaten earth.  
 
    Now we were down to twenty miles an hour, bumping and kicking up clouds of chalky dust behind us, among dense sugar cane groves that towered fifteen and twenty feet into the stark, blue sky.  
 
    Another intersection and I turned off the broad, dirt track onto a narrow one, pitted and eroded by the torrential winter rains that ravage that part of Spain. Here we were down to crawling at barely five miles an hour. The car jerked and jolted through potholes and over rocks, twisting through empty allotments, orchards and olive groves until we came at last to a ford in the river. We crossed through it, climbed the track and stopped outside a large, iron gate. Here, Njal climbed out to let us through and close and padlock it behind us.  
 
    We followed the track a little farther until we came to a sprawling, three-story house with irregular, whitewashed walls and a terracotta tiled roof. The windows were concealed behind green wooden shutters and the building itself was hidden from the road by a dense wall of eucalyptus trees. All around us, there were steep hills, and fifty or sixty yards from the door was the river, shrouded in dense, green sugarcane. 
 
    Beside the house, there was what must once have been a stable and tackle room, but was now a large garage with big, green, wooden doors. I pulled up and looked at Timmerman in the mirror. He looked sick. 
 
    “You are going to torture me.” 
 
    “I hope I won’t need to torture you, Jean-Claude, or your family. I hope tomorrow I can drive you to Seville airport and send you home.” 
 
    He stared back at my reflection in the glass. “There is an evil to you, Mr. Walker. There is a darkness in you.” 
 
    I smiled. “I’m glad you can see that. It might save you time and pain. Let’s go.” 
 
    He and Njal climbed out and I put the SUV in the garage. Then I opened the door to the house and we went in.  
 
    The living room was basically a nave, fifty feet long and thirty feet across. The ceiling was high and supported by crude tree trunks that had been painted white. On the far right, a large, crude fireplace stood cold, on the left, a wooden staircase rose to a door on the upper floor.  
 
    The furniture was basic: a heavy pine table, four chairs and, by the fire, an old sofa, a couple of rush-bottomed wooden armchairs and a rocking chair. A door in the far wall led to a bathroom and a huge, stone-flagged kitchen at the back of the house.  
 
    “The bedrooms are upstairs,” I said to Timmerman, “though I can’t vouch for the condition of the beds. How do you feel about rats?” 
 
    Njal said, “I take the groceries to the kitchen, see if the fridge and the cooker work, yuh? I leave you to talk.” 
 
    I said, “The electricity is connected. The fridge should be on, but the cooker runs on butane. You need to flip the switch on the big, orange canister by the cooker.” 
 
    He took the stuff we’d bought and disappeared through the door. I pointed at the fireplace and said to Timmerman, “Sit. Let’s get this over with.” 
 
    I could see his hands had started to shake and the reality of his situation was beginning to dawn on him. That dawning brought with it actual terror. Terror is not an hysterical state. Hysteria is what precedes terror. Terror is a feeling of emptiness, of helplessness. It’s a kind of paralysis. Timmerman was very close to that state. 
 
    He crossed the dusty, terracotta tiles looking like a very old man. He sat in one of the armchairs and watched me sit opposite him, in the rocker. I pulled my Camels from my pocket, aware that in this moment he would perceive everything I did, every action, every look, as an immediate threat. His imagination would be running wild, and I played on that. I took my time pulling a cigarette from the pack and poking it in my mouth. I flipped the Zippo open, let him see the flame, and leaned into it. I took a deep drag and leaned back in my chair. 
 
    “You need to understand a few things, Jean-Claude. The first thing you need to understand is that there is a way out for you and your family.” 
 
    I saw his breath shudder, though he tried to hide it.  
 
    “If I betray Omega, you have no idea what they will do to me, and to my family. Nothing you can do can come close…” 
 
    I smiled and shook my head. “Are you forgetting, Jean-Claude, my father was Gamma, my brother was Alpha. I am the man who crippled Omega in the U.S.A. There is very little you can tell me about Omega that I don’t already know.” I sighed. “Pain and horror have a limit. They are not infinite. There is only so much you can do to a human being, and then they start to shut down. And trust me when I tell you that I can take you, and your family, to that limit. We need to establish that fact in your mind, Jean-Claude, before we can move on.” 
 
    He was smart enough to register the implied threat and he nodded. “All right, I understand.” 
 
    “Good. Now, here’s the thing, Jean-Claude. Help me, cooperate with me, and I can guarantee that Omega will never touch you.” 
 
    He gave a bark of laughter. “You are out of your mind! You are out of your mind! If you think I will believe this, or if you believe it yourself, you are out of your mind!” 
 
    I flicked ash and watched him. He watched me back. He wanted me to prove to him that what I was saying was true. In that moment, it was what he most wanted on Earth. I waited and let him come to me. 
 
    He erupted: “I am Omega! You think I do not know the capabilities of my own organization? You think I do not know how far they will go, to what lengths they will go, to punish disloyalty?” 
 
    “I’m quite sure you know. You also know that I am fully aware of that. And I am telling you, in spite of that, if you cooperate with me, I can guarantee that Omega will never come after you.” 
 
    “How can you guarantee such a thing?” 
 
    “I don’t need to. Let’s face it. I have you, and I can have your wife and your daughters here in twenty-four hours. Cooperate with me and you have a chance. Don’t, and you all die. So I don’t need to guarantee you anything. You will cooperate one way or another. Nevertheless, I am making that guarantee, even though I don’t need to.” 
 
    I left him to think about that. I stood and made my way to the kitchen. Njal was putting things in the fridge. The two bottles of Jameson’s were on the side by the cooker. I grabbed one and two glasses. I also took the packs of boot laces and stuffed them in my pocket. He said, “How is it going? How long you think before he breaks?” 
 
    I thought about it for a moment. “Not long. Tonight, maybe. Tomorrow morning.” 
 
    He closed the fridge and turned to look at me. “You gonna have to hurt him?” 
 
    “I hope not.” 
 
    He nodded. “I hope not, too.” 
 
    “This going to be a problem for you? I don’t want to have to worry about you.” 
 
    He shook his head. “No. I’m in, all the way.” 
 
    I returned to the big living room. He was standing silhouetted at the open door. 
 
    “You want a drink?” 
 
    He turned to face me, saw the bottles. “Jameson’s. Irish whiskey. Yes, thank you.” As I stood at the table and poured, he gave a small snort of laughter. “This is a very unusual form of torture, I have to admit, where you give your victim Jameson’s whiskey.” 
 
    I didn’t smile. I handed him his drink. “I haven’t started torturing you yet.” 
 
    He stopped with his glass half way to his lips and swayed. His skin went pasty gray. I said, “Drink.” 
 
    He took a pull and I pointed back at the chairs by the cold fireplace. “Sit.” 
 
    He returned to his chair. I stayed by the table, watching him and sipped my drink. 
 
    “You said in the car that I was one of you. But here is what Ben never understood, and what you don’t yet understand. You, Omega, the people you employ, you are all defined by one quality. You have no respect for people. You consider yourselves somehow an elite, and because the rest of the world is not part of that elite, you feel entitled to do whatever you please with them: experiment on them, take their money, take their lives, play with their minds, steal their memories and their thought…” I shrugged. “Piss on their souls. You have no respect for anyone but yourselves.” 
 
    I returned to the rocker and sat. 
 
    “I think humanity sucks. If ever nature got it wrong, it was when it created humanity, but still, there isn’t a human being on Earth I don’t respect—not even you—for the simple reason that you are alive, and you are capable of pain. But there is more, Jean-Claude. We have minds, and if freedom is at all possible, it is possible in the mind. And when you steal a person’s mind, a person’s self, you steal their capacity to search for freedom, and in my opinion, for what it’s worth, you commit the most grotesque act that a human being is capable of committing. So you see, at a very fundamental level, I am not one of you.” 
 
    Somehow that seemed to confuse and scare him as much as anything else I had said. I shrugged. “Why am I telling you this? Because, before I start, I want you to understand that I don’t want to do it. You have a way out.” 
 
    I drained my glass and flicked my cigarette butt into the cold fireplace. Then I reached down and pulled my knife from my boot and laid it on the table.  
 
    “We are coming to the time, Jean-Claude. I am going to ask you a question. If you give me the right answer, we can avoid the whole unpleasant business of hurting you, and then hurting your family. Give me the wrong answer and we turn down a very dark path. I will have to prove to you that I am serious. No matter what you do or how much you beg, I will have to prove to you that I am serious.” 
 
    His breathing had become slightly erratic and he looked scared. I only hoped he was scared enough. He said: 
 
    “What do you want to know?” 
 
    I looked at him for a long moment, then raised my eyebrows. “I’m not sure I like your question, Jean-Claude.” 
 
    His eyes went wide. His face, drained of blood, went white. “Why?” 
 
    “It sounds as though you are suggesting there are some questions you won’t answer.” 
 
    He shook his head. “No, no… That is not what I meant! For God’s sake! I was just asking, what do you want to know?” 
 
    I waited another moment till I was sure he was close to panic. “Is there anything you will not tell me, Jean-Claude? Is there any question you will not answer?” 
 
    He closed his eyes. His chest was rising and falling fast. “No.” It was barely a whisper. “No, there are no questions I will not answer.” 
 
    I picked up the knife, stood and walked slowly behind him. 
 
    “I need you to believe that I am able to switch off my compassion and go all the way.” 
 
    “I believe that. I promise you. I have seen it.” 
 
    “I could take a finger, but I am not sure that would convince you.” 
 
    “I am convinced, Mr. Walker.” He was close to tears. “Please, stop this. I have told you, I will give you any information you want.” 
 
    “Perhaps your hand…” 
 
    “No! Please! Just ask me! I will tell you anything! Please just ask me!” 
 
    Now he was begging me to ask him anything I wanted about Omega. I figured that was a good time to ask. 
 
    “Where is the mainframe for Omega Europe’s central computer?” 
 
    He froze. “What? No…!” 
 
    I didn’t hesitate. I had hoped he would answer, but I had also known that this was going to be his most likely reaction. I took a small step with my left foot and rammed the Fairbairn & Sykes hard down through the back of his hand and into the wooden arm of the chair. His scream was horrific and spasmodic. I took the boot laces from my pocket and tore open one pack. With his right hand, he was desperately trying to pull the knife from his left. I grabbed his wrist and wrenched it over to the other arm of the chair. I bound it tight and went to hunker down in front of him. He was gasping, close to hyperventilating. His eyes were bulging wide and his pupils were dilated. Beads of sweat were standing out on his brow. I bound his ankles to the legs of the chair and stood. 
 
    “I gave you every chance, Jean-Claude. I warned you and I asked you if there was any question you would not answer. How far do I need to go? Do I need to remove a finger? A hand? An arm?” 
 
    He was shaking his head. “No, no, no, please! I am sorry! Please!” 
 
    “Both arms?” 
 
    “No, no, no…” 
 
    “Where is the Omega Europe mainframe?” 
 
    His face crumpled. He squeezed his eyes shut and wailed like a small child, repeating over and over, “No, no, no…please no…” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said. “You leave me no choice…” 
 
   


 
  

 FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
    I went to the door and shouted down to the kitchen. 
 
    “Njal! Bring the knife block and the whetstone!” 
 
    Timmerman had stopped sobbing and was watching me with huge, staring eyes. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m going to take off your arm.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You wouldn’t take me seriously…” 
 
    He started screaming, wrenching at the chair. I felt sick to my stomach but I couldn’t show it. I went up to him and backhanded him hard across the face. His eyes rolled and he sat groaning. I heard Njal’s boots in the passage, approaching from the kitchen. I grabbed Timmerman by the scruff of his neck and shouted into his face.  
 
    “I told you! I warned you! Don’t make me have to prove it to you! I asked you if there were any questions you would not answer! You said no! And the first damn question I ask you, you refuse to answer! Now I’m going to have to prove to you that I am serious!” 
 
    Njal put the block of knives on the table with the whetstone. Timmerman was shaking his head and sobbing. “Please don’t do this… please…” 
 
    “Don’t do it?” I was bellowing at him. I grabbed the biggest knife in the block and advanced on him. “Don’t do it?”  
 
    Njal said: “I told you he would do this. He is wasting your time.” 
 
    I grabbed his T-shirt at the shoulder and rammed the knife hard through the cloth. He screamed again. I tore off the sleeve and reached my hand out to Njal. “Give me the whetstone. I’m going to take off his arm.” 
 
    He started hyperventilating again, screaming on every out breath. Njal handed me the whetstone and I sharpened the blade. Then I found the tendon that connected his arm to his chest and placed the blade against it. I stopped and looked at his face. 
 
    “Here is how it’s going to go. I ask you one more time. Hesitate and I take off your arm. We cauterize the wound with a blowtorch. Bandage you up and go to the next arm. Hesitate and we take off that arm. Then we move to your legs. After that, when you are just a body and a head, we go and get your daughters and bring them to see you. Is that how you want your daughters to remember their daddy? Is that how you want to remember them?”  
 
    His lips trembled. 
 
    I snarled, “Don’t say I can’t do this! I can! And I will! One! Just one wrong word! One hesitation in the wrong damned place—and I go through the tendon, and then there is no turning back! Think very carefully about the next sound that comes out of your mouth!” 
 
    He stared me in the eye, trembling and sobbing. “There is no mainframe…” 
 
    I rammed the knife home. It must have hurt like hell, but it did no major damage. The real damage was in his mind, with the build up I’d given him. This was the proof I needed him to have. I cut no arteries and severed no tendons, but in his mind I was taking off his arm. He screamed. It was a horrible, hysterical noise. I left the knife wedged in and turned to Njal, shouting over Timmerman’s screaming. “Call HQ. Tell them La Grandville is go. Bring the wife and the kids here.” 
 
    I seized his shoulder in my left hand, grabbed the handle of the knife with my right and snarled at him, “This is going to hurt, a lot!” 
 
    And in that moment, he went beyond the point of endurance. Few men would have gotten as far as he did. He became barely human. He screamed and gibbered and thrashed and wept, and among all the noise, he begged me to stop and swore he would tell me what I needed to know. 
 
    I waited for him to stop, fed him some whiskey, and when his hysteria had subsided, I took hold of the handle of the knife and said, “The only sound that need come out of your mouth, Jean-Claude, is an address. Not umm, not but, not err, not please or no; a place, an address, a location. Are you ready?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Where is the mainframe for the Omega Europe computer?” 
 
    “Luxembourg.”  
 
    “Where in Luxembourg?” 
 
    “At the Centre de traduction des organes de l'Union européenne.” 
 
    I frowned. “At the center for translations? Why?” 
 
    He sobbed as he spoke. “It is the perfect place. It is at the heart of the European Community. It uses a huge number of computers and it has very sophisticated software. The building has three floors above ground, two wings and three floors of basements. The Omega mainframe is the third basement, in a private laboratory. Nobody questions its presence there. Everybody assumes it is part of the network for the parliament or the Court of Justice. Both are ten minutes walk away, less.” He had gone very pale and looked like he was going to pass out. “And as you say, who would think of looking there?” 
 
    I turned to Njal. “Upstairs, in the bathroom, the first aid kit.” 
 
    I gave Timmerman another sip of whiskey. “Keep talking, Jean-Claude. We’ve been to a bad place. Let’s not go back there. Tomorrow morning, you can be on the plane back to Brussels, see your kids, put all this behind you.” 
 
    He nodded and closed his eyes, muttered, “Please…” and began to sob.  
 
    “I need access to one terminal. Just one terminal. How do I get in?” 
 
    “You need Iris recognition, thumb print and a password which is unique to every person.” 
 
    Njal clattered down the stairs with the first aid kit and a couple of blankets, and knelt beside Timmerman. He pulled the knife from his shoulder and started tending the wound. As he did it, he spoke to me. “What you want to do about this knife in his hand?” 
 
    I pulled out my cell and walked to the open door. I pressed a random number and put the phone to my ear. Then I glanced at Njal. “Take it out. Patch him up.” Then I spoke into the phone. 
 
    “This is team one. Listen, are the packages still at La Grandville? I need you to move in and pick them up. Expect resistance.” I paused like I was listening. I was aware Timmerman had turned and was looking at me. I ignored him. “No, I don’t want them brought here. I don’t want them hurt. Not for now. Take them to the house in Chalabre. When they get there, let Muriel call him.” I paused a little longer, then said, “OK,” and put the phone in my pocket. 
 
    I walked back to the chair as Njal yanked out the knife from his hand. Timmerman let out a small cry. He had gone yellow and lost focus in his eyes. I said, “Stay with me a little longer, Jean-Claude. You heard my conversation just now?” He nodded and mumbled something affirmative. I said, “Is there anything you want to change about what you just told me? Because we are going to hold on to you and your family until I am done in Luxembourg.” 
 
    He shook his head, closed his eyes and passed out. 
 
    I poured myself another shot of whiskey and lit another Camel. As I held the Zippo to the cigarette, I noticed my hand was shaking and was glad Njal hadn’t seen it. I drained the glass and poured another shot. 
 
    Njal stood. “You gonna leave him tied up?” 
 
    I shook my head and he bent to untie the laces. 
 
    After a moment, as he hunkered down to untie his ankles, he said, “You’re a bad son of a bitch.” 
 
    “I’m not proud of it.” 
 
    He stood, put the blankets around Timmerman’s shoulders and held out his hand to me. “Give me a cigarette.” 
 
    I threw him the pack and the lighter. He lit up, took a deep drag and spoke with smoke wafting from his mouth. “You got information from him in a few hours that he was never going to give. And all you did was cut him twice. Two minor injuries, that probably didn’t even hurt so bad.” 
 
    “We’re not there yet.” 
 
    He picked up Timmerman’s glass, took it to the table and refilled it, then took a shot. After a moment, he said, “Would you have done it?” 
 
    I didn’t answer. 
 
    He looked at me. “Take off his arm?” 
 
    “Whatever it takes, Njal. His arm or anything else. I meant every damn word of it. Let’s get something to eat.” 
 
    I didn’t know if Timmerman was asleep or not. But if he wasn’t, he was now in no doubt as to my intentions. 
 
    I made coffee and cheese and ham sandwiches while Njal put on a chicken to stew. We brought the sandwiches and the coffee out to the big, pine table and Njal checked on Timmerman. He was awake and shivering. I gave him some coffee laced with whiskey and he sat and sipped it gratefully. After a moment, Njal frowned at him. He looked worried, wiped his mouth on the back of his hand and went and hunkered down in front of him. 
 
    “Jean-Claude, look into my eye.” 
 
    I said, “He’s just in shock. He’ll be OK.” 
 
    Timmerman said: “I’m OK.” 
 
    Njal shook his head. “Just look into my eye.” He studied Timmerman’s eyes for a moment, then took out his cell and held it up in front of Timmerman’s face. “Keep looking at me… Shift your eyes right… left… up… down. OK, now straight at me…” He nodded, stood and came back to the table, doing something with his phone. Timmerman watched him with blank, empty eyes. He said, “What?” 
 
    Njal didn’t answer, he kept thumbing his screen until finally he put down his cell and sat. Then he looked at me across the table. “Jim has equipment at the university that uses genetic algorithms to match synthetic irises to real ones. I sent him a film of Timmerman’s iris. By tomorrow, he can send us an image you can either use from the screen or print, that will be recognized by the laser scan. All you need now is the thumb print and the password.” 
 
    Timmerman said, “Are you going to take my thumb?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, only the print. We’ll paint your thumb with Latex LD, let it dry, peel it off and turn it inside out; wear it like an invisible glove.” 
 
    Njal showed me his blank face. “You got latex LD?” 
 
    “We can pick some up in any art shop.” 
 
    “OK, so all you need is the password.” 
 
    I bit into my sandwich. “Is that going to be a problem?” 
 
    He sounded exhausted. “You know it’s not.” 
 
    “What is it, Jean-Claude?” 
 
    He laughed. “I doubt you would ever have guessed. It is a shame I am not a braver man. Capital ‘K’ for Katrina, small ‘a’, capital ‘O’ for Omega, small ‘m’, and then phi, the golden mean.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    He sighed. “The golden mean, the divine ration, so many names. It is a number: one point six one eight. Ka Om one six one eight. It is a number that occurs in nature, in mathematics, music, architecture.” 
 
    “That’s wonderful. How do I get to the basement?” 
 
    He explained in detail. I finished my sandwich and drained my coffee while he sat huddled and shivering, sipping from his cup. When I was done, I said, “Jean-Claude, if everything you have told me is true, tomorrow we will fly to Luxembourg. You will wait with Njal at a hotel. When I have finished the work I have to do, you will be reunited with your wife and children, and you will never see us or hear from us again.” 
 
    “But Omega will kill me.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I told you that would not happen, and it won’t.” I turned to face him. “But be in no doubt that if you have lied to me, what happened here today…” I shook my head. “It will be nothing.” 
 
    “I have understood, Mr. Walker. You can stop threatening me.” 
 
    I nodded. “Good. Go upstairs. Get some sleep.” I looked at Njal. “There are sedatives in the first aid kit. You want to take him up?” 
 
    He stood without saying anything, helped Timmerman to his feet and supported him up the stairs, through the door at the top and disappeared toward the bedrooms. I poured myself another large whiskey, cleaned my knife and put it back in my boot, then went and sat on the doorstep, lit a cigarette and sat thinking and allowing my adrenaline and my heart rate to ease up. 
 
    The afternoon was hot and still. Far off, a dog was barking like the world was coming to an end, but the sugarcane on the riverbanks ahead of me just sighed and swayed gently in what little breeze there was. Over in the eucalyptus trees, the cicadas were loud, but they didn’t seem to disturb the stillness of the afternoon. They amplified it instead. 
 
    Tomorrow we would be gone. Tomorrow we would be in Luxembourg. It was too easy. It had all gone too easy. I told myself it was like the Celts storming down through Italy and sacking Rome. Rome had been overconfident, prepared for everything except the simplest attack. That was what we had done. We had done the one thing they never had expected, they couldn’t have expected. I told myself that they didn’t know I had the list, they didn’t know I knew who the head of Omega Europe was. I told myself it had been a perfect plan and a perfect attack. That was why it had been simple. 
 
    The Regiment were used to their operations seeming too simple, for those very reasons: good, meticulous planning, striking where least expected, and efficient execution. 
 
    And yet.  
 
    It was too easy. 
 
    Njal came down and joined me. He had the bottle and a glass. He filled his glass and I gave him the cigarettes and the Zippo. 
 
    “How is he?” 
 
    “Yuh, he’s OK. We go to Luxembourg tomorrow?” I nodded. “The plan is going well.” He sucked on his cigarette and breathed out smoke through his nose. “Maybe too well.” 
 
    “I know, but hard as I try, I can’t find the flaw.” 
 
    He was quiet, but after a moment, he gave a slow, guttural laugh. “We find out soon enough, huh?” He offered me a slow grin. I smiled. He added, “Just remember to duck when the shit hits the fan.” 
 
    “Yeah.” My smile faded. “You think the information he gave us is good?” 
 
    He studied the tip of his cigarette. “Is hard to tell, Lacklan, but I think is good. He was pale, he turned yellow, his pupils were like plates. This is all from the autonomic nervous system. You can’t fake that. He was shitting himself with fear. You played it good. I think he told the truth.” He shrugged and studied me with inscrutable eyes. “He is just a man, in the end of the day, with a wife and two kids. You hit him where it hurts. He wasn’t prepared.” 
 
    “Like the barbarians in Rome.” 
 
    “Yuh, like that.” 
 
    He drained his whiskey. “I go to check the stew. You wanna book some tickets for Luxemburg for tomorrow? No trains, please.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, no trains. We’re chartering a private jet.” 
 
    “Cool. We travel in style, like James Bond. Also, find an art shop in Cadiz or Jerez.” 
 
    I followed him inside and sat staring at my phone for a while. Then I looked over at the chair, with the wood of the arm gashed and drenched with blood. I could still hear Njal’s voice in my head: He is just a man, in the end of the day, with a wife and two kids… 
 
    I put my phone in my pocket and went to the kitchen for a cloth, a bowl of water and some detergent. Sure, it had been too easy, for me. It hadn’t been easy for Timmerman. 
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    I booked an air taxi for the following day at noon, flying out of Jerez instead of Seville, mainly because Seville was the obvious choice, but also because it was busy and there would be lots of cops there. People and cops were two things we wanted to avoid. I also found an art shop, not in Cadiz but in Torre de Olvera. It was a half hour’s drive, but it was worth it. They had liquid latex of a density suitable to the task. I bought a liter, brought it back and we made a mold of Timmerman’s thumb. Turned inside out, it made a perfect thumb glove, which we tested successfully on his iPhone. 
 
    After that, the afternoon went slowly. A couple of choppers flew over. One of them I heard, but didn’t see. The other was military, probably from the American base at Rota. I sat on the doorstep, smoking and watching it move slowly over the hills and thinking about the report we’d seen in Brussels, that Emanuel Van Zuydam, Theta, was the subject of a plot. That alert had been partly responsible for our being able to snatch Timmerman so easily, because all the focus of their attention had been on protecting President Van Zuydam. It was doubtful Timmerman would have had much more security than he did—he had no reason to suspect he was a target. But if security had not been quite so tight on Van Zuydam, there might have been more eyes on the Gare du Nord, and Njal and I might have been spotted. I found that interesting for several reasons, and one of those reasons was that it meant Omega trusted their source. 
 
    If the tip off had come from a new source they were not sure of, or whose reliability was in question, security would have been heightened generally. But their information had been very specific: it was Theta, President Emanuel Van Zuydam, who was threatened. They had received that information and taken it as gospel. 
 
    And there was only one place where they could have gotten that information. 
 
    Correction, I told myself. There were two places. And that was something I was going to have to deal with when I got back.  
 
    Right now, I was wondering just how far we had been compromised. When I had told Marni we were after Van Zuydam, that had been a deliberate plant, and it had worked better than I had imagined. But now, there was something else playing on my mind, watching the chopper moving slowly across the hills. It was following a grid pattern. It was searching, and in peace time, military aircraft don’t conduct searches over civilian areas, unless it’s under emergency conditions. I was wondering what Spanish or European emergency might have a single American chopper conducting a search across the Sierra de Cadiz. 
 
    Njal came and stood, leaning on the doorjamb. 
 
    “He’s looking for us.” 
 
    I nodded. “I’d like to know how the fuck he knows where to look. How’s Timmerman?” 
 
    “Weak. I give him some broth from the stew. He is not a young man.” 
 
    “Can he travel?” 
 
    “Now?” 
 
    “Tonight.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Depends how far. He needs rest. Maybe he gets a fever. That’s not a problem, but the fever leads to something else… I am not a doctor.” He jerked his head toward the chopper, which had suddenly banked and was disappearing west, toward the airbase. “D’Arcy has sold us out?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No. It’s not D’Arcy.” 
 
    “I am not compromised.” It was a flat, unequivocal statement. 
 
    I said, “I know you’re not.” 
 
    “So, they are tracking him, they are tracking the car or they are tracking you.” 
 
    “Not necessarily. We could have been caught on CCTV leaving Cordoba. The Guardias who came to the house know the make, color and model of the SUV.” 
 
    I knew that was unlikely and so did he. He said, “Yuh, so they can search the whole of the south of Spain, and maybe also Morocco and Portugal. You been keeping your cell switched off, right?” 
 
    “Mostly.” 
 
    “Now?” 
 
    “Off, since I booked the plane.” 
 
    He pointed at me. “Somebody has your number. Somebody has given them your number, and they are tracking your GPS. Keep it off now, Lacklan.” He was right and I knew it. I nodded. He went on, “We have to go. It’s maybe hour and a half to Cadiz.” 
 
    “They are looking for us in this area, Njal. But if you’re right and they are using my GPS, they can’t pinpoint us as long as I keep my cell switched off. We’re inside and the Toyota’s in the garage, there is nothing for them to see or recognize. But if we go now, in daylight, while they are still searching, the chances are high they’ll see us.” 
 
    He thought for a moment. “OK, so we go when is dark. Nine or ten o’clock. We dump the car in Cadiz and get a taxi to the airport.” 
 
    It made sense. I said, “What about Timmerman?” 
 
    “He is not so good. We should kill him. He is a liability and now he is expendable.”  
 
    “No, he’s not. If he lied about Luxembourg, about the entry code, about any of that, we need him alive.” 
 
    “Then we have to take him with us, Lacklan. If he gets sick, we cross that bridge when we get to it. We cannot stay here.” He looked at me with that blunt, no-bullshit Scandinavian directness and said, “If we stay here, we gonna die.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. Give Timmerman a chance to recover for a few hours. Ten o’clock, we’re out of here. Will that satisfy you?” 
 
    He didn’t answer for a while, then he said, “We got two Glock 17s. We can’t make a stand. We got to be ninja, Lacklan. We got to disappear.” He gave the door a gentle thump with his fist. “I’m gonna get some sleep. I drive.” 
 
    He went upstairs.  
 
    He was right again. We were in violation of every most basic military principle: we were not choosing our battles, we were not drawing the enemy to our chosen battlefield, we had no firepower, no defensive fall back position, no offensive capability and no reinforcements; and on top of that, we were compromised by a leak. We had just one option, like he’d said, to go ninja. But with an injured, hostile EU dignitary on your hands, going ninja was not going to be so easy. 
 
    I had some chicken stew, then stretched out on the sofa to get some rest before the long night ahead. I didn’t sleep. Something you learn on long, covert operations in the jungle or in the desert is to relax your body and your mind so deeply that they seem to be asleep, whilst keeping your senses alert. It’s a skill animals have naturally, but which we have forgotten after too many centuries of civilization. In places like Afghanistan, Colombia and Mexico, it’s a skill that can save your life. It saved mine more than once. It saved mine that day, at fifteen minutes after eight. 
 
    Suddenly, I was wide awake. I had heard something, or smelled it. One or all of my senses had been alerted and I knew something was wrong. I moved to the door. Outside, the sun was setting and the light was dull and grainy, visibility was poor. I pushed the door closed and locked it, moved quickly to the kitchen and locked that door, too. Then I ran upstairs. Timmerman was snoring. I opened Njal’s door and said, “We have company.” 
 
    He was awake immediately and sat up, pulling his Glock from under his pillow. “What did you see?” 
 
    “Nothing yet. I think I heard something.” 
 
    I didn’t need to explain. He cocked the pistol and moved to the window, staying in the shadows. “I don’t see nothing.” 
 
    “You ready to move?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Get Timmerman up. I’m going to check downstairs.” 
 
    I took the steps three at a time, went to the kitchen, peered out left and right and headed back to the living room. That was when they opened up. It was a hail of bullets that smashed the shutters over the windows, shattered the glass into a lethal spray and punched splintered holes through the big, double doors. Lead slugs pounded into the walls in showers of plaster and white paint and ricocheted, whining around the huge, dark room.  
 
    I dropped and covered my head, starting to crawl back toward the kitchen. But there, too, I could hear glass shattering and bullets singing and whining as they hit pots and pans, smashed plates and glasses and tore up the walls.  
 
    Staying on my belly, I scrambled across the floor toward the wall by the front door while all around me, chairs danced and disintegrated, the whiskey bottle exploded and lead pellets of death bounced and sang off the walls. 
 
    Fortunately, the walls in question were four feet thick, and the hail of bullets was coming in only through the splintered door and the shattered windows. I figured we had thirty seconds maximum, and no plan. I bellowed: 
 
    “Njal! Come to the stairs!” The door opened and he came onto the staircase with Timmerman behind him. I said, “Front and back. We need to get to the garage.” 
 
    “Have you seen them?” 
 
    “No, but they’ll be coming through the back door in the next fifteen seconds. You cover this door. I’m going to greet them.” 
 
    I crawled across the floor and ran down the passage to the kitchen. The light was failing fast. I paused in the doorway to empty four rounds through the back door. Then I got on my knees beside the butane canister, pulled my knife from my boot and severed the hose that led to the cooker. The switch on top of the canister was in the closed position. I flipped my Zippo, lit it and waited, crouching behind the kitchen table. 
 
    I didn’t have wait long. There was the sound of running boots, maybe four pairs. They paused outside the door. Then there was a kick, the door bursting open. I waited two beats and then they came storming in. I flipped the switch on the canister, held the lighter to the hose and sprayed their legs with burning butane gas. As the flames enveloped them, they screamed. I stood and sprayed their chests and faces. They backed out into the gathering gloom like fire daemons from hell, thrashing, dancing and running. I turned off the switch, stepped to the door and shot them where they lay, twitching and smoldering in the dirt; released them from their hell. Then, I slung the heavy iron canister onto my shoulder, grabbed the other bottle of Jameson’s and ran back toward the bathroom. 
 
    The living room was under fire again. I figured they had intended to breach the house through the kitchen. They’d seen that that had failed and were now going to try a frontal assault.  
 
    I opened the bathroom door, going over the layout of the house in my head. The bathroom had to share a wall with the garage. I was certain of it. I put the canister against the wall, doused the floor with whiskey, opened the valve on the canister and stepped out of the bathroom, closing the door behind me. Still trailing whiskey, I threw myself on the floor at the entrance to the room and shouted to Njal, “Bring Timmerman down! Get behind the stairs!” and opened fire on the door. Just six shots while Njal dragged Timmerman down. 
 
    Then the door erupted. It was too soon for my plan. There were three of them that I could see. They wore camouflage jackets and ski masks and held assault rifles with flashlights attached. Two of them were kneeling at the front, and one behind them stood. I had no time to react. They opened up and sprayed the room with fire. I threw myself across the floor, behind the heavy chair where I had tied Timmerman that morning, as behind me, the wall erupted in dust and plaster. 
 
    I heard a cry of pain. The room was dark. The three guys stormed in, spraying left and right. I scrambled into the corner and lay flat. There was one guy in front of me. He had stopped firing and was directing the beam from his flashlight at the shattered rocking chair. Beyond him was another guy, shining his flashlight down the passage to the kitchen, and past him was a third, who I saw almost in slow motion, swinging around to where I knew Timmerman and Njal were. One thing was clear. Omega did not care whether they brought Timmerman back dead or alive. And that made him more valuable to me than to them.  
 
    I took aim and squeezed as I heard the kitchen door explode and boots storm in. My Glock spat and the far guy seemed to nod, once, emphatically and stumble. Then there were voices shouting in French and the kitchen passage was full of stamping boots and beams from flashlights fanning out across the room in the growing darkness. 
 
    The boozy smell of whiskey was strong in my nostrils. I flipped my Zippo and touched it to the floor. Ghostly, blue flames erupted from the tiles, licking at the wooden armchair and the shattered rocker, racing toward the kitchen passage.  
 
    There was a moment of stunned silence. Then wild shouts as I emptied four rounds into the two guys at the front door. One of them went down. The other withdrew, swearing violently. Then, as the passage filled with eerie light from the dancing spirit flames, Njal opened fire wildly into the crowd that had stormed in from the kitchen. I joined him and they fell back, firing erratically, forcing whoever was at the front door to take cover. 
 
    I watched the flames dance around their retreating boots and then lick under the bathroom door. I screamed at Njal, “Flashbang!” dropped flat and covered my head with my arms. The detonation was savage. It was a flat, hard, stinging wall of noise that slammed the house, slammed the walls and slammed us, leaving my head ringing and my legs shaking. I staggered to my feet, ran unsteadily to Njal and dragged him upright. Between us, we grabbed Timmerman and I pulled them both toward the bathroom. 
 
    The door had been blown clean off its hinges and lay splintered against the far wall. The door frame had been blown off, too, taking with it part of the wall. Inside the bathroom, everything was rubble and a six-foot, circular hole had been punched through the far wall. Water was spraying from ripped pipes and the floor was slippery with mud. I pushed Njal toward the hole, shouting, because I knew he was deaf: 
 
    “Get in the back. Put Timmerman on the floor!” 
 
    As they clambered through into the garage, I covered the devastated door. I could hear movement from the kitchen and from the living room. I scrambled through the hole in the wall, ran half-blind through the dark garage, clambered in behind the wheel, fired up the big SUV engine, drove the revs up to six thousand, let in first and hammered through the wooden doors. 
 
    There was no one outside waiting for us. As I fishtailed toward the gate I saw five dancing light beams come charging out of the house. Then I saw the flicker of flames and heard the stutter of automatic fire. But the shots went wide and were lost among the trees in the gathering night. 
 
    I kept the speed steady at thirty MPH, jolting over the potholes and the rocks, focusing on the road ahead, ignoring the fact that they would soon be after us in their own vehicles, racing, speeding to catch us before we reached the town. I knew that one slip, one slide off the road, one miscalculation in the dark could be more lethal than anything else right now. 
 
    Njal said, “They are coming.” 
 
    In the mirror, I saw the fanning glow of headlamps reaching out behind us. I kept my own lights off, guiding myself by the darker, looming shadows of the trees, setting a course between them.  
 
    Then we were out onto the broader, beaten earth road and I was accelerating, speeding toward the asphalt I knew lay just ahead. Now I put on my headlamps and floored the gas pedal. We hit the blacktop with a jolt. In the mirror, I could see four lights. They were small and distant, but I knew they’d be closing. We were approaching La Torre and Njal said, “Timmerman is hit.” 
 
    “How bad?” 
 
    “Is hard to tell, but in his condition, everything is bad. He needs a hospital.” 
 
    “He can’t have a hospital. Not today. Not tomorrow.” 
 
    “Yuh, I know. But if he doesn’t get a hospital, probably he will die.” 
 
    In the distance, I could see the lights of Torre de Olvera. I knew that was where the main road was that led toward Cadiz, and the airport of Jerez. 
 
    “He doesn’t need a hospital,” I snarled. “He needs a doctor.” 
 
    I glanced in the mirror again and saw Njal frowning at me like I had lost my mind. “This difference is important right now?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s important. Because we can’t get him a hospital, but we can get him a doctor.” 
 
    I came to the junction with the main road to Cadiz and Jerez. On an impulse, I turned toward Torre de Olvera, accelerated hard and took the first left as we entered the town. It climbed a steep hill and at the top plunged steeply down again. There, it veered to the right and I followed it past gardens and terraced cafés till I came to a quiet side street where I turned in, found a parking space, pulled up and killed the engine. 
 
    I checked my cell. It was turned off. I checked Timmerman’s. That was off, too. I glanced at Njal in the mirror. 
 
    “Mine is also off.” He was quiet for a moment, then said, “Somebody in England compromised you, Lacklan.” 
 
    “The chopper was searching for us. That means they couldn’t pinpoint our location. Which means we haven’t got a bug. They must have searched the general area and decided that house was the most likely spot. All the other farms probably have goats, tractors…” 
 
    “OK, that’s true. But still, it also means they are following your phone. They have your number. Is your phone registered to your name?” 
 
    “Of course not.” 
 
    “Then somebody gave them the number. Who has the number?” 
 
    “You made your point.” 
 
    “Yuh, OK, I made the point. You need to deal with it.” 
 
    “How bad is Timmerman?” 
 
    He was quiet for a bit, then said, “He is unconscious. The round has made a big hole in his shoulder. I think no organs are damaged, but he has lost blood. He is still losing blood. We need a…” He looked at me in the mirror. “We need a hospital.” 
 
    I started the engine, put it in gear and moved off. We wound through a few dark, cobbled back streets till we came to the town’s brightly lit main street. Then we drove through the center of the town, where the terraces were beginning to fill up and the traffic was slow-moving. From there, we moved into the suburbs to the south of the town. The suburbs became a small, industrial estate; the tall, steel streetlamps petered out and then we were among fields, in the dark. 
 
    “We cannot use satnav or the phones. You know where you’re going?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m going south and west. We’re going to find a doctor.” 
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    It didn’t take us an hour and a half to reach Cadiz. It took two hours of winding through interminable, unlit country back roads, using only instinct and the stars to guide us. Often, we had to stop and get out to check the heavens and get a bearing on our position. Eventually, after forty-five minutes, we saw headlamps ahead, moving fast in a straight line. We moved in that direction, found an intersection with a sign that said Jerez, and joined a main road. It wasn’t a highway, but it was going somewhere that wasn’t a farm.  
 
    Timmerman was still unconscious and though Njal didn’t say anything, I knew he was worried. I was worried, too. He had taken a lot of punishment. The worst of it had been mental and emotional, but that can kill a man just as effectively as a slug in the temple. Combine it with bullet and knife wounds, and it’s lethal. 
 
    We eventually reached a sleepy town called Espera—Wait—with a single road headed south toward Arcos de la Frontera. It was a six minute drive, and outside Arcos, we picked up the 384 freeway toward Jerez and Cadiz, and I allowed myself to accelerate to 80 MPH. Everybody else was doing 90, and I was pretty confident that we had lost our tail. 
 
    It took just half an hour to reach the city of Cadiz. But getting through the city to the Avenida Cayetano del Toro, where the hospital was, took another twenty minutes. The city of Cadiz is an island that sits about a mile off the southeast tip of Spain. Access is by three bridges and a narrow, artificial spit of land that supports a railway link. 
 
    We crawled over the Via Augusta Julia, a hybrid between a bridge, a Roman emperor and a calendar, and then crawled through heavy traffic along the avenue. We traversed a complicated, counterintuitive intersection and finally came to Cayetano. Another ten minutes of stop-start and we arrived at the University Hospital, a big, white, modern edifice on the right hand side of the road. I pulled over and parked with my hazards on. Njal said, “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “I’ll be right back. Stay here. Don’t move.” 
 
    I got out and ran up the steps and pushed through the glass doors into the main entrance. There, I stood for a moment, looking for somebody wearing a white coat and a stethoscope. Not surprisingly, it didn’t take long to spot one. Not all doctors wear or even carry a stethoscope, and lots of them don’t use white coats anymore either. But if you see one with both, two gets you twenty he or she is in the ER unit: that’s where you’re going to need to listen to hearts and lungs alot, and it’s where your clothes are going to get stained. 
 
    She was mid twenties, short, cute and bossy. I approached her with my right hand in my jacket pocket and a smile on my face. She didn’t smile back, she frowned like who the hell was I. I said, “Do you speak English? Are you Doctor Sanchez?” 
 
    “I speak English, but I am not Doctor Sanchez. If you need help…” 
 
    “I don’t need help. I have a gun in my pocket, and unless you do exactly what I say I am going to start killing people. You’ll be first. I have a patient who needs immediate help. Come with me and come with me now.” 
 
    She went very pale. She drew breath but didn’t move. I shook my head and said, “No. Don’t do it.” 
 
    “Where your patient is?” 
 
    “In a car outside.” 
 
    “I need to get my equipment.” 
 
    “You need to understand that if you don’t do what I say, I will kill you. Where is your handbag?” 
 
    “In the office…” 
 
    “Let’s go get it.” 
 
    I took her arm and noticed she was shaking badly. There was a security guard across the lobby. He glanced at us curiously. I grinned at her and said, “Smile and laugh or I shoot the security guard.” 
 
    It must have been hard for her. But she did it. 
 
    We pushed through a door into a functional office. I stood leaning on the doorjamb, blocking the entrance. She went to a locker, pulled a key from her pocket and stopped, leaning with one hand on the locker door, staring down at the floor. 
 
    “You cannot do this. I cannot come with you.” 
 
    I pulled the Glock from my pocket and cocked it. “How many doctors are there in this hospital? If I shoot you in the stomach, how many will argue with me when I tell them to come with me?” 
 
    “OK.” She made a placating gesture with her hands, unlocked the locker and pulled out her handbag. She said, “Please, keep calm.” 
 
    I grinned. “Smile and walk with me to the exit, now.” 
 
    She left the office and moved toward the main entrance on short, strutting legs. I fell into step beside her and put my arm around her shoulder. I smiled like we were old pals and said, “Make this the day you save a life, not the day you lose one.” 
 
    As we stepped through the big doors, she muttered, “Hijo de puta…” 
 
    “I speak Spanish, sister.” 
 
    “Yeah? You speak Spanish? Then hijo de la gran puta!” 
 
    “Cute. It’s the Toyota. Get in the back.” 
 
    Njal climbed out as we approached. She pushed past him, muttering, “Tío mas largo que un día sin pan!” and climbed in the back of the truck. She was trying to be brave, but she was close to tears. 
 
    Njal said: “What are you doing, Lacklan? Have you gone crazy?” 
 
    I smiled. “She just said you were longer than a day without bread.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s funny. Now you wanna tell me what the hell you think you are doing? I don’t wanna spend the next twenty years in a Spanish prison.” 
 
    “Get in the truck. Don’t let her out.” 
 
    He got in the back and I got in behind the wheel. I started the engine and we pulled into the traffic. The doctor started to protest, but Njal showed her the Glock and put a finger to his lips. I glanced in the mirror. 
 
    “How bad is he?” 
 
    Her face went through six or seven expressions ranging from rage to exasperation. She put her fingertips to her temples and her lips moved silently on Spanish words. 
 
    I said, “Relax, take a minute, breathe.” We were moving down the avenue, among bright lights with crowds flowing slowly along the sidewalks, cars inching ahead of us, turning off into side streets, falling behind us. I said, “By tomorrow, we will be out of your life. Just try to relax and tell me how he is.” 
 
    Her face went crimson and she finally found the English words she was looking for. Her voice was shrill. “You stupid fuck! This man is badly injured. He is going in coma. So imbécil! What you have done him? He need a hospital! What shit you think I can do in a car, with no equipment?” 
 
    “What do you need?” 
 
    “Alcohol, suturas, crema antiséptica, vendas, suero, analítica…! Ah! Fuckin’ English!” I got the impression she was talking about the language and not the people. She took a deep breath and closed her eyes. “Alcohol, stitches, bandages, cream antiseptic, blood, analytics of his blood in case of infection, maybe he needs epinephrine…” She spread her hands like she was trying to explain two and two to a moron who didn’t get it. “He needs a hospital!” 
 
    Njal nodded. “Is what I said.” 
 
    I turned right into a side street and kept going. “How much of that stuff can you get at your house?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Alcohol, stitches I have, antiseptic, nothing more…” 
 
    “How much can we get at a chemist?” 
 
    She hesitated. “Blood, is no blood is…” She made a motion with her fingers. 
 
    I said, “It’s a drip. I know.” 
 
    “But analytics of the blood, epinephrine…” 
 
    “Where do you live?” 
 
    “What?” She shook her head. “No, nonono…!” 
 
    Njal put the Glock to her head. She swallowed. 
 
    I said, “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Carmen.” 
 
    “I like you, Carmen. You have character. I believe you are a good doctor. But that won’t stop me or my friend from killing you. There are eight hospitals on this little island, and we can easily find a doctor who has less character and is willing to help us without being a pain in the ass. Now, I am going to ask you again. Where do you live?” 
 
    “San Fernando.” She said it quietly. 
 
    I took two more rights and wound up back at Cayetano. I turned left and headed south toward the mile and half long spit of land that connects Cadiz to the mainland. Where it connects, that’s San Fernando.  
 
    It was pretty much a straight run, and after ten minutes, we were peeling off the highway and cruising through unattractive suburban houses concealed behind high, gated walls, and low apartment blocks whose entrances were protected by high, iron gates. Eventually, we moved from the suburbs into the city proper. We followed the Avenida Al Andalus, turned down the Calle Huelva. Outside a parking garage, she said, “Stop here.” 
 
    She fished in her handbag and pulled out a set of keys. A button opened the electronic doors and they started to swing back as the lights flickered on inside. We went in and she directed me to a parking space. 
 
    Between her and Njal, they supported Timmerman to the elevator and she pressed the button for the seventh floor. When it came to a halt and the doors hissed open, we climbed out into a marble-tiled passageway, passed a stairwell and came to a dark, mahogany door. She opened it with a key and we went inside. 
 
    There was a big, bright living room on the left. On the right was a kitchen. A corridor led between them to a bathroom and two bedrooms at the end. I closed the door and immediately Carmen was muttering instructions to Njal as they dragged Timmerman into the living room and laid him on the couch. 
 
    I took her keys from the stand by the door, where she had dropped them, locked us in and put the keys in my pocket. She was saying to Njal, “Take off his shirt. I will get…” 
 
    I interrupted her. “Where is your cell phone?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Your mobile?” 
 
    “In my bag.” 
 
    “Phone the hospital. Tell them you have a family crisis. Tell them you will be away for maybe twenty-four hours.” I grabbed her bag and shoved it at her. “Then call your mother, your sister, anybody else you need to call. Tell them you’re going to be out of town for the next day or two. Tell them not to come around.” 
 
    She had tears in her eyes. She snatched the bag and made the calls. There was a lot of confusion and a lot of questions, but from what I could make out she managed to convince them, just about. When she’d finished, she threw the phone on the table and marched out to the bathroom. Njal watched her go. 
 
    “She’s cute.” 
 
    “Fall in love with her and I’ll shoot you both.” 
 
    “I believe you. Longer than a day without bread? What does it mean?” 
 
    “You’re tall. Spaniards like bread. A day without bread is a long day.” 
 
    He blinked a couple of times, then gave a short, deep Nordic laugh. 
 
    She came back with her arms full of stuff and dropped it on a glass coffee table in front of the sofa. There were towels, flannels, cotton wool, scissors, other stuff. She gestured toward the kitchen with her whole arm. “Water, warm, not too hot.” She saw Timmerman still had his shirt on and scowled at Njal. “Pero quítale la puta camisa! Cojones!” 
 
    I said, “Take off his whoring shirt,” and went to get the water. 
 
    When I got back, they had cut his shirt off and Njal was grinning at her like an idiot. I put the warm water on the table and she began to wash away the blood. Njal was saying to her, “I am longer than a day without… beer. I am longer than a day without… oh, yeah, smoked ham. I really like smoked ham.” 
 
    She ignored him and gestured at the tape around Timmerman’s chest. “What is this?” 
 
    “You don’t need to know. Don’t remove it.” 
 
    She removed the dressing on his stab wound and then the dressing on his hand. She showed me a face that was close to hatred. “What has happened to this man?” 
 
    I said again, “You don’t need to know.” 
 
    “You did this to him?” 
 
    “He was shot by French special forces.” I gave her a moment to draw the conclusion that maybe we were the good guys. Her face relaxed a little and I said, “Carmen, believe me, the less you know, the better for you.” 
 
    She turned away from me, muttering something about animals, and I made an inspection of the apartment. There was one of everything: toothbrush, hairbrush, bathrobe. And there were no photographs of her with any good-looking guys. My concern was not for Njal’s chances, but in case anyone turned up unannounced. By the looks of it, though, I figured she was in her first year of practice, and first year doctors don’t have time for anything but work.  
 
    By the time I got back from my inspection, she was stitching up a very ugly wound on Timmerman’s shoulder. When she had finished, she dressed it and bandaged him. 
 
    I said, “Will he live?” 
 
    “Probably, but he has to be in intensive care. What if he has a crisis? What can I do?” 
 
    I threw Njal the keys to the apartment and said. “Go down and get our stuff from the car.” 
 
    He caught the keys and went out, locking us in from the outside. I pointed to a chair and said, “Sit down.” 
 
    “I like to stand.” 
 
    I sighed and smiled. “I need you to sit down, Carmen.” 
 
    She went to a chair and dropped into it. I took a chair from her glass dining table and sat in front of her. 
 
    “I get that you hate us and think that we are animals. That’s fine. I don’t need you to like me. But I do need you to understand the risks and the dangers of this situation. We are professionals. It is our job to kill people. You understand that?” 
 
    She looked a bit sick and nodded. 
 
    I went on: “But right now, we need this man to live. It is very important for everybody, for the whole world, that this man lives. We are desperate… desperados… and you really need to understand that we will do anything for this man to live.” 
 
    She nodded again, then gave a small shrug. “Desesperados,” she said. 
 
    I frowned. 
 
    She said, more emphatically, “Des-es-perados. No, desperados.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “I will leave in the morning. My colleague will stay with you and this man. Nothing will happen to you. We don’t want to hurt you. We don’t want to hurt anybody. Tomorrow afternoon, my colleague and this man will leave. He will go to a good hospital, and you will never see us again.” 
 
    She stared at me for a long moment. “But if I try escape, or call a police…” 
 
    I shook my head. “Don’t. You will make us do something that we really don’t want to do, and the consequences will be much, much worse than you can imagine. Carmen, it may be hard for you to believe, but we are the good guys.” 
 
    She frowned. “The good guys?” 
 
    “Los Buenos.” 
 
    She snorted, but I thought maybe she was half convinced.  
 
   


 
  

 SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
    Next morning at nine A.M., Timmerman awoke. I was sitting in an armchair, covered in a blanket and watching him. His eyelids fluttered a couple of times. Then, his eyes opened and he lay without moving, staring at the wall. He closed his eyes a couple of times and opened them again, like he was hoping that if he kept doing that he might wake up in Brussels or La Grand Ville. He didn’t and eventually sighed. 
 
    “Good morning, Jean-Claude. How are you feeling?” 
 
    He didn’t look at me. “It hurts.” 
 
    “I’ll get the doctor, see what she can give you.” 
 
    “Where am I?” I drew breath, but he sighed again and said, “Don’t tell me, I don’t need to know. You and your war games.” 
 
    I smiled. “You’re getting the hang of this.” 
 
    I called Carmen and she appeared in her bedroom door in the same clothes she’d had on the night before, with bags under her eyes and uncombed hair. She still looked cute. 
 
    “Your patient is awake. He’s in pain.” 
 
    “Of course he is in pain!” 
 
    She went into the bathroom and came out with a box of diazepam. I stood in front of her, blocking her path. She looked up into my face. “What?” 
 
    “By four o’clock this afternoon, I need him alert and awake.” 
 
    “If he is in pain…” 
 
    “Don’t argue with me, Carmen. There is a reason for what I am doing. If he is not awake—and alert—at four this afternoon, people start dying. Lots of people.” 
 
    She pushed past me and went to her patient. I went and showered and when I came out of the bathroom buttoning my shirt, Carmen had made coffee and was carrying it to the living room. Njal was in the armchair and Timmerman was sitting up, propped against cushions and looking drowsy. Carmen gave him a cup. He frowned into her face, thanked her in Spanish and turned his frown on me. “What have you done, Lacklan? Who is this poor woman?” 
 
    “No more names. She’s a doctor. She’s going to help you until tonight, maybe tomorrow morning. Then we leave her alone and we forget she exists. Now, here is how it goes down.” I pulled on my boots and started to lace them up. “I’m leaving now. I will contact you between four and five this afternoon. If you don’t hear from me, assume I’m dead.” I stood and looked down at him. “At that time, I need you wide awake and alert. If any one of those three passes you gave me does not work, I will call you and give you one more chance. If it fails, I dial one on my speed dial. You understand that, and what happens after.” 
 
    He nodded. He looked weary. “I understand.” 
 
    I turned to Njal. “You stay focused. Once you get my call, if it’s positive, you take this guy to the airport and you put him on a plane. You go wherever you want. We’ll meet up in a week at your friend’s house. Stay on top of these two, and if they give you any trouble, shoot them.” 
 
    Carmen’s face flushed. “He will no be very awake and alert if you shoot him! And I cannot keep him awake if you shoot me!” 
 
    I stepped close to her and looked deep into her eyes. “So don’t cause any trouble. Be nice, cooperate, and tomorrow it will all be over.” 
 
    I took two hundred euros from my wallet and put it on the table. “That’s for your inconvenience.” To Njal, I said, “Lock the door behind me.” 
 
    He followed me out to the landing. There I took his hand and shook it. “In case I don’t see you again. It’s been an honor.” 
 
    He smiled. “Fucking Americans. Always with the emotions. If I don’t see you next week, I see you in Valhalla.” 
 
    I nodded. “She’s cute, but don’t get sidetracked. She’s smart enough to play you.” 
 
    “I know. I am focused.” 
 
    “Hang loose.” 
 
    “You too. See you on the other side.” 
 
    I rode the elevator down, stepped into the bright sunshine of the street, hailed a cab and had it take me to the airport at Jerez. We were not followed, but at the airport, security was high. However, aside from Timmerman, and possibly two other men, they had no idea what, or who, they were looking for.   
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    It’s a thousand miles from Cadiz to Luxembourg, and we touched down at the principality’s airport at just after two o’clock in the afternoon. Luxembourg airport is small and user-friendly, plus I only had hand baggage, so by two thirty, I was already climbing into a cab and telling the driver to take me to the European Parliament building. It was barely two miles from the airport, along attractive roads that wound through dense woodland up to the Avenue JF Kennedy. He eventually dropped me on a street named, unpronounceably, Fort Niedergruenewald, and after he had driven away, I crossed the JF Kennedy Avenue at the lights and made my way on foot down Rue du Fort Berlaimont toward the strange, hexagonal building of the Centre de Traduction des organs de L’Union Européenne. On the way, I pulled on the latex thumb-glove we had made at the farmhouse in Cadiz. 
 
    I was twenty or thirty yards from the Rue du Fort Thüengen, approaching the intersection, when I noticed the dark SUV approaching from my left down. There was nothing to suggest it was anything but one of several thousand SUVs in Luxembourg. But when I glanced to my right, I saw there was another, almost identical, approaching from that direction. The footfall behind me reached my ears just as the two guys in jeans with leather jackets came around the corner and started walking toward me. 
 
    I turned, planning to run. I had heard only one man behind me, but the man behind me was holding a Micro Uzi, with a thirty-two round magazine and a rate of fire of twenty rounds per second, and he was just fifteen feet away. He was wearing the standard French plainclothes, ex-military uniform of jeans and biker jacket, but his fair, pencil mustache, aviators and easy smile said he was an ex-officer. 
 
    I heard car doors slam behind me and looked back. There were six of them. They were carrying automatics. Only the boss had an Uzi. He spoke and I turned back to look at him. 
 
    “Captain Walker, it is an honor to meet you. I am Captain Berger. We didn’t ’ave time to talk in Cadiz. I hope this time, you will not go running off. I think we ’ave lots to talk about.” 
 
    “If I don’t call in between four and five, Timmerman dies.” 
 
    He shrugged. “C’est la vie, c’est la guerre, c’est la mort.” 
 
    “You mean he’s become expendable.” 
 
    He didn’t answer, he just gestured toward the nearest of the SUVs. I walked the short distance to it. They frisked me and found only my cell phone, which Berger confiscated. They bundled me in the back of the SUV and within a few seconds, we were speeding out of the city, going north and east. 
 
    “We are not going very far, Captain Walker.” He smiled. “We do not need to take you to another country to interrogate you. Just five minutes up the road is enough.” 
 
    We had come to a large intersection and the driver, a bull-necked ox with very short, very blond hair, took the A7 north through very dense woodlands that were turning to copper and rust. After less than a mile, he took a slip road to the right and the forest closed in. Pretty soon, we came to a crossroads. Here, we turned left among green fields, down a track that led to what looked like a seventeenth century chateau, largely concealed by forest and tall, red brick walls. 
 
    We pulled up at the front door, on the gravel drive, and we all climbed out. The six gorillas stood around, watching me with dispassionate eyes. Berger pointed at the front door. “Please…” he said. I walked toward it, hearing the clock ticking in my mind. I had an hour, two maximum. 
 
    He led me through wooden doors with large, glass panes, into an understated entrance hall with a mahogany staircase leading to an upper floor. I followed him up to a landing that branched into two corridors. He turned left and pushed through the second door on his right into an office with an oak desk, a single chair in the middle of the floor and a window overlooking green fields.  
 
    He sat behind the desk and gestured me toward the chair. I looked behind me as the door closed. The ox with the bull neck stood in front of it. I saw now that he had small, piggy eyes and a slight, red mustache. He was flanked on his right by a shorter guy who might have been Arabic or North African, and on his left by a dark-haired man with a face that looked like it had lost a quarrel with a bulldozer, and he was still mad about it. 
 
    Berger pointed his Uzi at me. “Put your arms behind the back of the chair.” I didn’t. He shrugged. “If your prefer, I can shoot off your kneecap.” 
 
    I put my arms behind my back. Big, hard hands seized my wrists and tied them tight with cord. The ox then came around and tied my ankles to the chair legs. He stood next to me, like he had come to attention, and stood staring at the wall. 
 
    “There was a time,” said Berger, “when war was a gentlemanly pursuit. Never would one officer tie up and torture another. He might be your cousin! Your aunt would never forgive you! Today, unfortunately for you, this is not the way anymore.” He suddenly grinned. “We are not related, I think? You have no French aunts, no?” 
 
    “OK, so you’re not in a hurry. I get it. What do you want?” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow and smiled. “You are in an ’urry, Captain? There is somewhere you need to be?” 
 
    I searched his eyes, wondering how much he knew. I shook my head. “No, I think I’ll just stay here and kill you and your men.” 
 
    He glanced up at the ox, who turned and gave me a backhander that almost took off my head. When the room had stopped spinning and Berger came back into focus, he said, “I know this is nothing for you. You can do this all day and all night.” He gave a Gallic shrug. “But we like to soften you up a little before we progress to more sophisticated methods. So, Captain Walker, what is your purpose for being in Luxembourg?” 
 
    I was aware I could not take too much punishment if I was going to get into the computer lab and perform the task I had ahead of me. At the same time, I couldn’t give in too easy or Berger wouldn’t buy it. I put just enough contempt into my expression and said, “I came to visit your sister at the local whorehouse.” 
 
    He leaned back in his chair and laughed out loud with genuine amusement. Then he translated what I’d said to his men. They didn’t laugh. They didn’t think it was funny. They were shocked. The ox gave me another backhander and followed it with two more, right and left. Berger told him to stop. My head felt like I’d just got kicked by a rhinoceros.  
 
    Berger was talking again. “OK, Captain Walker, let us begin small and work our way up. You are an American national, correct?” 
 
    I grunted, “Yes,” like he’d forced a confession out of me, but I was wondering where the hell he was going.  
 
    “But your mother is British, am I correct?” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at him. “You know she is.” 
 
    “So, I am wondering, where do your loyalties lie? With your chosen nationality, U.S.A., or perhaps with the regiment that gave you your ’ome for ten years.” He sat back and regarded me like he was being really smart and insightful. “Or is it possible, on the other ’and, that, like Churchill and Roosevelt, you believe that Britain and America should share a common citizenship?” 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about, Berger?” 
 
    “I think you know perfectly well what I am talking about. You leave the SAS, but only three years later, ’ere you are, on an operation with your old regiment, kidnapping a leading commissioner, for what purpose? Huh? What interest has the U.S.A. in a European commissioner? I will tell you…” He sat forward and slammed his palm down on the desk. “None! Zero! You think we are stupid? This operation you are on, it is totally deniable! You resigned from the SAS, you are an American. They can ’old up their ’ands and say, ‘We know nothing of this!’ But this is your employer, Captain Walker, the Department of Intelligence.” 
 
    I gave him the kind of look that says you’ve been caught but you’ll never admit it.  I said, “You saw I was unarmed.” 
 
    “What is your purpose in Luxembourg?” 
 
    The ringing in my ears was decreasing and my brain was starting to work again. But I needed time, time to fit the pieces together. I said, “You were the one in charge of the operation in Cadiz.” 
 
    He frowned. “And so…?” 
 
    “You were the guy standing when you stormed the front of the house.” 
 
    “Correct. But what has this to do with anything, Captain Walker?” 
 
    So Omega had contracted out to French security forces. That meant their information was limited. Suddenly, that made sense. These guys had no idea this was an Omega operation. They didn’t even know what Omega was. They were acting on orders and this wiseass thought it was all about the Brits pulling out of Europe and shoring up their bargaining position. 
 
    I sighed. “I’m here to present our terms to your employer.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow. “My employer?” 
 
    “Yes, Captain Berger, your employer.” 
 
    He might have known he had an employer, but if he did, he had no idea who it was. So he played his cards close to his chest. He gave a small laugh. “I think you will find your terms are of little interest, Captain. Commissioner Timmerman, as you have seen, is expendable. The Union is not.” 
 
    “You’re out of your depth, Captain. You are not qualified to hear or judge the terms that I am instructed to offer. You’d better think carefully about the instructions you have received before you go any further. Somebody is going to be very mad if they don’t hear the offer I am instructed to make.” 
 
    “Who were you instructed to make your offer to?” 
 
    I shook my head. “You are not cleared to hear that.” 
 
    Now he was wondering whether to phone his Colonel. Before he could reach a decision, I said, “What time is it?” 
 
    He glanced at his watch. “Fifteen ’undred hours. Why?” 
 
    I closed my eyes, thinking hard. Finally, I said, “It’s not your fault. You were not briefed and there was no way you could have known. But we are running out of time. If I don’t get my message to my contact in the next fifteen minutes, President Emanuel Van Zuydam will be executed.” 
 
    This he could relate to. He knew about the supposed threat and he had probably guessed that there was some connection between Timmerman’s abduction and the tip off they had received about the threat to Van Zuydam; though he could not have guessed in a million years what that connection was. 
 
    He frowned. “What do you know about this?” 
 
    “I know where the tip off came from, I know why no attempt was made and I know why you were not able to find evidence of any such attempt on his life. Because at that stage, Berger, it was designed to distract you from Timmerman. We had our own reasons for going after him. Don’t even try to understand. It’s too deep for you. But trust me, there is a cell right now sitting on Van Zuydam, and if I don’t get to…” I hesitated, like I didn’t want to tell him to much. I searched wildly for a name, reached for the next on the Omega list after Van Zuydam. “OK! If I don’t get my message to General Roland Bisset in the next fifteen minutes, Van Zuydam will be assassinated.” 
 
    He shook his head. It wasn’t the only part of him that was shaken. “I do not believe you.” 
 
    “That’s irrelevant,” I snarled. “What is relevant now is that you have the information and you need to act on it. If Van Zuydam gets taken out because you failed to act, you’re finished, pal.” 
 
    He reached for his phone. 
 
    I laughed. It was a dry, ugly laugh. “You think Van Zuydam will talk to you? Don’t be an ass! He’ll deny any knowledge of what you’re talking about. This is confidential at the highest level and has total deniability.” I shook my head. “I don’t even know what the hell you’re doing here.”  
 
    He was suddenly aware that he was out of his depth, and gripped by paralysis. His soldier’s instinct was to turn for guidance to a superior officer, but that option was not open to him. I provided him with the guidance. I leaned forward. 
 
    “Listen to me, Captain. We extracted information from Timmerman that is of enormous value to Brit…” I stopped myself, then went on. “Our demands are based on the information we extracted. Timmerman had access to that kind of intelligence. Why do you think they were prepared to have you kill him? The clock is ticking, Captain Berger. You need to make the right decision. Let me talk to General Bisset.” 
 
    He hesitated. “I call him. You talk to him.” 
 
    I snapped: “It has to be on my phone and there can be nobody in the room.” 
 
    “Very well, the guards go outside, I call him on your telephone.” 
 
    “No! Think, man! I can’t let you use my telephone! There is intelligence on there, ours and yours, that you are not cleared for. For God’s sake, Captain, we are running out of time. You saw I was unarmed. I am not here to hurt anybody! I am here to negotiate.” We stared at each other for a long moment. Finally, I said, “OK! You stay! They go. Just untie me and let me make the call before it’s too late!” 
 
    His face said he felt sick with anxiety, but he made the only decision he could make. He rattled at the guards in French. They left the room  and closed the door. He pulled a pen knife from his pocket and cut the bonds around my ankles, and then the ones around my wrists. I spoke calmly, like my mind was fully focused on saving Van Zuydam. 
 
    “Thank you, Captain. Now, please, give me my cell phone.” 
 
    He put his knife away and at the same time handed me my phone. I smiled as I took it with my left hand, like we were both old school, gallant captains, comrades even, engaged in a crazy conflict in a crazy world. “What time is it?” 
 
    He looked at his watch and opened his mouth to answer. As he did it, I reached out and took hold of the back of his neck. For a fraction of a second, he looked startled. Then I smashed the heel of my right hand into the tip of his jaw. His eyes rolled back in his head and I lowered him gently to the floor. As I did it, I broke his neck. I regretted that. He seemed to be a nice guy. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
    Now I had a problem. Captain Berger’s men totaled six. There were three standing outside. I had no idea where the other three were, or how many people there were in this chateau. I stepped to the window and looked out. I could see two of his team leaning against one of the SUVs in the drive. My options were limited at best.  
 
    I pulled Berger’s Uzi from his jacket pocket, along with a spare magazine, took up a position seven feet from the door, held it with both hands and let rip for one and a half seconds. Thirty rounds shredded the door in an expanding cone and tore into whoever was standing outside, ripping through flesh and bone, and alerting the whole house that I was here. 
 
    I yanked open the mangled door and saw two equally mangled men leaking blood onto the carpet. The ox wasn’t one of them. The ox came around the door. His neck and head had gone crimson with rage. He charged me and hurled me against the desk. The corner slammed painfully into my back. I had no time to react. He was bearing down on me again like an enraged bull. I staggered to my feet, gasping for air, but his left hand clenched around my throat and he drove his right fist hard into my stomach. If he’d done it a second time, I would have been finished. Instead, he grabbed my belt, lifted me over his head and threw me across the room. I landed in a heap under the window, with a thousand shards of glass piercing my lungs. I knew that if I didn’t do something in the next thirty seconds, I was going to die. But my body wasn’t doing any of the things I was telling it to do. 
 
    The ox was moving on me again. I struggled to stand, but my legs were wobbling and twitching like neurotic spaghetti. My hands wanted to grab my Sig or my Fairbairn & Sykes, but I had neither. He reached down and grabbed me by the throat again. This time he put his thumb on my windpipe and began to squeeze, leering into my face as he did it. My lungs screamed for air. I could feel the pressure building in my head. I struggled to focus my mind. I knew I only had seconds before I passed out. I reached for his collar with my right hand, blocking his left as I did so. Then I pulled hard, bringing my face closer to his. His leer became an ugly laugh, until I gripped his right ear with my left hand and plunged my thumb into his eye socket. 
 
    His whole body went into spasm. He released my throat, gripping at my wrist. He made horrible, gibbering noises, but I didn’t let go. I reached inside his jacket, pulled out his Glock and pumped three rounds through his heart, with the muzzle pressed up against his chest. 
 
    Then he stopped gibbering. 
 
    He fell back with a huge thud on the floor. I slid down with the weapon trained on the door, waiting for the inevitable assault. It didn’t come. Whatever kind of official facility this was, they had vacated it for my interrogation. After a moment, I made my way, more or less steadily, to Captain Berger’s body. I searched in his pockets and found a wallet and an ID card. I put the ID my boot and moved to the door.  
 
    There, I put the second magazine into the Uzi, leaned against the wall and breathed deeply for thirty seconds. When my legs had stopped shaking, I walked down to the entrance hall. I had the two guys outside positioned in my mind, but that left one and I had no idea where he was. And I had no time to find out. 
 
    I stepped through the door onto the shallow steps that led down to the gravel drive. They were still leaning against the SUV, talking. They never knew what happened. Half a second of mayhem had them both riddled with fifteen 9mm slugs that tore right through them and mangled their bodies. As they dropped to the ground, I peered in through the windshield of the second SUV. It was empty. I needed the last guy. I could not leave him as a loose end.  
 
    But I didn’t need to. I heard his feet pounding before he burst through the door. He stood, gaping at the carnage, then at me. I smiled at him. He swung his right fist in a wide arc. I had just gone twenty rounds with the ox. I didn’t feel like a fist fight. So I emptied the remaining fifteen rounds into his belly and tore him almost clean in half. 
 
    I found a set of keys to an Audi in his pants pocket. I pressed the button and the second SUV flashed and bleeped. As I climbed in, I looked up at the office window and figured it must be soundproofed. I pulled out of the drive, back toward town, wondering what the cops would think when they found Timmerman’s bloody thumbprint all over the mangled office. 
 
    On the way back, I stopped at a club on JF Kennedy Avenue, had a wash in the gents’ and a stiff whiskey up at the bar. Then I went on my way again and arrived at Rue du Fort Thüengen at three forty-five. I was running out of time, fast.  
 
    I pushed through the main doors of the building and found myself in a hexagonal lobby with a mosaic floor and six potted palms placed hexagonally around the hall. There was a blue reception desk on the right with a couple of Euro-people sitting behind it in blue and gold uniforms. As Timmerman had predicted, they ignored me. Across the lobby, there was a bank of three elevators. I made my way to the one on the far left and pressed the button. After a moment, the doors slid open and, using my latex thumb, I pressed the button for the third basement. There was a clunk and the elevator began to descend. So far, he had not lied. I turned on my cell phone. In the basement, there would be no signal. 
 
    I felt a hot knot of excitement in my belly. I wondered how long it would be before they found Berger. The building had seemed to be empty but for him and his team. How long before anybody went looking for him? I wondered if there was any way the cops, or whoever investigated, would link him to me. Had he told anyone he was going after Captain Walker, of the SAS? Chances were high that he had. But I would have to worry about that afterwards. 
 
    I watched the numbers on the digital display blink from minus one to minus two, then minus three and the elevators hissed to a stop. For a moment, nothing happened, then the doors slid back and I stepped into a blue-carpeted corridor that ran straight ahead from the elevator for maybe a hundred yards, and at a right angle to the left. I stepped out. It was as Timmerman had described it. The two corridors were practically indistinguishable. There were doors set at intervals in each wall, with perhaps twenty five feet between them. There were no people. The basement seemed to be deserted. According to Timmerman, the door I needed was the second door on the right, down the left hand passage, placing it at the center of the building. 
 
    I walked the fifty feet to the door. There was a panel on the left. I opened it and saw a number pad with a digital display, a laser and a touch screen for my thumbprint. I pressed the latex print on the pad and waited with a sick feeling in my belly. After three long seconds, it turned green and a voice that was almost human said, “Please look at the dot in the center of the screen.” 
 
    I lifted my phone and presented the iris Jim had sent me to the laser. Five seconds passed. I could feel my heart pounding and I was aware my breathing had accelerated. A voice said, “Thank you, Mr. Timmerman, please enter your personal access code.” 
 
    I punched in the letters: capital ‘K’, lower case ‘a’, capital ‘O’, lower case ‘m’, then the numerals one, six, one, eight. 
 
    The digital display immediately flashed red. A hot jolt twisted my gut. The voice said, “I am sorry, Mr. Timmerman, the code you have entered is not correct. You have two further tries, then security will be alerted.” 
 
    Had they changed it when he was abducted? That would be logical. But he hadn’t said anything about that, and it was also possible I had entered it wrong. I punched it in again: capital ‘K’, lower case ‘a’, capital ‘O’, lower case ‘m’, then, once more, the numerals one, six, one, eight. 
 
    Again, the screen flashed red. The voice said, “You have entered an incorrect code twice. You have one more attempt. Please enter a correct code.” 
 
    The son of a bitch had given me the wrong password. I could feel the blood pounding in my head. I forced myself to stay cool and think. He had been in a lot of pain and fear. I didn’t believe he had lied. Had they changed the password? I ran over the letters and the numbers: Katrina, Omega and the golden mean. 
 
    The golden mean was not one six one eight. It was one point six one eight. I hesitated for a fraction of a second, but it was the only shot I had. I punched in the number with the decimal point. 
 
    Nothing happened. Five long seconds passed. Then, the screen turned green and the voice said, “Welcome, Mr. Timmerman. The door is open.” 
 
    I turned the handle and pushed open the door. I noticed as I did so that though it was painted on the outside to look like wood, it was actually three inches of solid steel. Getting locked in would be worse than being locked out. 
 
    I closed the door. The room was not large. It was a space about twenty five feet square, carpeted, like the rest of the building, in euro-blue. The walls ahead and to my left were off-white, and from half way down they were occupied by banks of computers with terminals dotted at six-foot intervals, each with a chair. On the far right of the facing wall there was an arch that seemed to lead to another room. I took a couple of steps and looked behind me. The entire wall was taken up by what seemed to be a vast network of connected hard drives. 
 
    On my left, another arch seemed to lead to a passage into another room. I stepped into that passage, moved to the end, and found I was in an identical room to the first. Two more passages, one on the right and one on the left, led into other rooms. It was like a warren, or a maze. I returned to the first room and stopped dead.  
 
    By the far arch, one of the chairs was occupied by a woman. She had dark, straight hair and was wearing a blue suit. She was tapping at a keyboard. I crossed the room toward her. The thick carpet silenced my steps, but when I was seven or eight feet from her, she must have sensed me, because she turned in her chair and stared at me. There was no alarm in her expression, not even curiosity. She said, “Who are you?” 
 
    Without thinking, I said, “Zeta sent me.” 
 
    A small frown. “Zeta has been compromised.” 
 
    “Haven’t you heard? He has returned. This morning.” 
 
    “No.” The answer was blunt, yet ambiguous. 
 
    I smiled. “No you haven’t heard, or no he hasn’t returned?” 
 
    Her frown deepened. “Who are you?” 
 
    “Why don’t we start by you telling me who you are and why you are here. I was told the lab would be empty.” 
 
    She stood. Now her frown was deep and troubled. She came and stared hard into my face. “I am Athena Noctua, and I work here every day. This is my job. Who told you the lab would be empty? Who are you? How did you get in?” 
 
    The son of a bitch had set me up. Down here, in this basement, where my phone had no signal, and I could dial one as much as I liked, the call would never reach the detonator. I tried to think, but I was running out of options. I laughed. “How did I get in? Well, obviously with a thumb print, iris recognition and a password, just like everybody else! Now how about we stop wasting each other’s time and you let me get down to work?” 
 
    Her frown became scandalized. “Work? What work? You can’t work on these computers! Who the hell are you? I don’t think you should be in here at all! I am going to call security!” 
 
    “No, wait!” I reached out and took her arm. “OK, I admit it, you caught me. I came here…” I sighed, smiled again. “I came here to see you.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    I was digging myself deeper with every ploy I tried and I knew it. “I couldn’t help noticing you and I just wanted to talk to you…” 
 
    “Noticing me? Where? When? How?” 
 
    “You know, in the, um…canteen…” 
 
    She yanked her arm free, stepped over to the terminal where she had been working and pressed a button on the table. She did the whole thing in less than a second. “I’ve called security and you had better stay away from me!” 
 
    I swore violently, stepped over to her and gave her a firm jab to the point of her chin. Her legs did a little dance and her eyes rolled back in her head. As she went down, I pulled out the nearest chair, sat and pressed the power button on the terminal.  
 
    A blue screen lit up with a white window in the center asking me for a password. There was a deep rage building in my belly against Timmerman for setting me up, and at myself for being so damned stupid. I rattled in KaOm1.618 and was told that was not it. 
 
    Security was on its way. I wondered where it was coming from and how long I had. To enter this lab, it would have to be Omega’s own security. I wondered if they would they have that kind of heavy, armed personnel at a secret installation within a public building. There was no way of knowing.  
 
    I looked at the girl’s prone form on the floor. I would have to get a password from her, but I knew that would take too long. I glanced at where she’d been sitting and remembered that the screen had been on. I moved to her chair and shook the mouse. The screen blinked. It was active. I smiled. My heart was pounding hard, high up in my chest. I pulled the pen drive Phil had given me from my pocket and searched for a USB port.  
 
    There wasn’t one.  
 
    I didn’t waste time getting mad. I stood and moved along the bank, searching every inch for a USB port.  
 
    There wasn’t one.  
 
    I looked at the prone girl again. I knew if I woke her, she’d be more trouble. Then I saw it, on the wall behind me, a panel with at least a dozen USB ports. I made it in three strides and shoved the pen drive into the nearest port. Then I returned to the terminal and sat, watching the screen. The dialogue box came up as Timmerman had said. I selected ‘run’ and pressed ‘enter’. Another window opened up with two options: Silent Running or Crash and Burn. As Phil had instructed, I selected Silent Running. Another dialogue box asked me if I was sure. I didn’t shout. I clicked yes and a new window appeared on the screen with a bar that started turning slowly green. It told me there were four minutes and fifty seconds remaining. 
 
    Then the door opened. I stood and turned. There were a dozen men in black combat gear. They had ski masks covering their faces and HK G36 assault rifles in their hands, all pointing at me. I blocked the screen with my body and started to count in my mind. Four minutes and thirty seconds. I was going to die, but I had to hold out for four more minutes and thirty seconds, and counting. 
 
   


 
  

 NINETEEN 
 
      
 
    They stood staring at me. I wondered why they weren’t shooting me. It was probably only a second, but it felt like a long time. Then it dawned on me, they could not open fire because I was standing in front of the Omega mainframe. 
 
    At my feet, Athena Noctua stirred. I reached down, grabbed her by the scruff of her neck and dragged her to her feet, simultaneously pulling the Glock I’d taken from the ox from my belt. I had no idea if they gave a damn about her, but if she was entrusted with the Omega mainframe and had a name like Athena Noctua, I figured the chances were she had to be somebody. It was worth the play, anyway. I put the gun to the back of her head and said, “OK, guys, here’s the situation. There is a virus uploading into the mainframe. I am the only person who can stop it.” As I was saying it, I was realizing that I was signing my death warrant for four minutes time, and added, “Or reverse it once it is installed.” 
 
    I heard Athena whimper and wondered if it was fear for her own safety, or for the computer. She rattled something at the guards in French that was too fast to follow, then said to me, “What kind of virus?”  
 
    Her voice was unsteady. I counted off ten seconds. I figured I was coming up on three minutes and fifty seconds. She said again, “What kind of virus?” 
 
    I played for time. “What’s your worst nightmare, sister?” 
 
    “If you want to negotiate, you must tell me what kind of virus!” 
 
    I put my lips close to her ear and whispered, “A neutron bomb.” 
 
    “No!” She shook her head. “No, it is not possible. How?” 
 
    “It’s possible. Believe me. Now, I’ll tell you what we are going to do. You are going to tell your boys to back out of the room…” 
 
    It was a microscopic shift in the position of her head, but I knew instantly that she had seen the USB drive in the wall opposite. She said something in French and the guy on my far right turned to look at the panel. I snarled, “Move and she dies.” 
 
    He looked at me and then at her, like he was asking her a question. Her voice when she spoke was quiet, resigned—dead.  
 
    I didn’t hesitate. I shot him through the eye, then charged at them, firing wildly with the Glock and pushing Athena before me, knowing they couldn’t shoot back. Two of them went down, but that still left nine. And they charged me. The closest seized Athena by the shoulders and ripped her away from me. As he did it, I shot him in the eye and he fell back against his two pals behind him. As he went down, I saw a third running for the panel. I threw myself on the floor and rolled, knowing as I did it that it was a bad idea. I came up on one knee and shot the guy who was reaching for the drive. 
 
    There were now seven of them ranged against me and I had no computer behind me to stop them from shooting. I jumped as they opened fire and I felt a burning, searing pain in my right leg. I crashed into a chair and sent it reeling across the room. I tried to ignore my leg and looked up as six monsters in black charged me. The seventh was dragging Athena out of the room. She was screaming something that sounded like, retrieve the USB, don’t kill him. 
 
    I fired two rounds into the nearest trooper and then I was being punched and kicked, seized by my arms and legs, and my Glock was being ripped from my fingers. I tried to fight back, but the pain in my right thigh was crippling. They dragged me toward the door. I looked over at the computer screen and saw the green line reach the end and the dialogue box wink out.  
 
    Athena was scrambling back into the room, screaming at them in French to let her go and not to hurt me. She went and grabbed the USB, ripped it from the port, and stood staring at the computer. Nothing happened. 
 
    She turned to me. “What have you done?” 
 
    I smiled in spite of the pain. “One billion dollars in a numbered account in Belize, and I’ll tell you.” 
 
    She went over to the terminal where she had been working and sat, rattling at the keys, looking into her databases, then turned to the soldiers who held me. In French, she told them to take me upstairs to an office.  
 
    They dragged me to the elevator and she followed. We rode up to the top floor. The doors slid open and I was shoved into a large, luxurious office with panoramic views of the woodlands to the north of the town. The walls were paneled in dark wood, but the plate glass windows that took up a third of the room made it light. There was a mahogany coffee table, and a chesterfield suite set around it. She snapped something and the guards shoved me onto the sofa. I inspected the wound in my leg. The slug had not penetrated, but it had torn the muscle. 
 
    Athena went to her desk and sat at the computer there. She worked in silence for five minutes, maybe more, then she laughed, shook her head and looked at me. 
 
    “Is it a bluff?” 
 
    I smiled, though the pain made it difficult. “I’m curious. I thought I knew about everybody. Who are you? Athena Noctua? What the hell is that?” 
 
    “I am the Librarian. Shall I tell you what you have uploaded to our mainframe?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “Cool. Can I go now? I need a doctor.” 
 
    “Tell me why I should not have you executed right here and now.” 
 
    “It would spoil your chesterfield.” 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “Your nemesis.” 
 
    “How do you know so much about us?” 
 
    “I’m nosy.” 
 
    “Do you have Zeta?” 
 
    I was feeling light headed and I began to laugh. “It sounds like the name of a high class whore.” 
 
    She stood and came around the desk. She sat next to me and plunged her thumb, nail and all, into the wound on my leg. I didn’t wince. Instead I bellowed. The agony was excruciating. My foot went into a spasmodic dance on the end of my leg. I grabbed her arm and one of the guards shoved his HK G36 in my face.  
 
    She took her thumb out of my leg and said again, “Have you got Zeta?” 
 
    I was panting. I grunted a couple of times, centering myself. Preparing myself for the next wave of pain, and said, “Yes… but they’re treating me for it.” 
 
    Her thumb went in again. I had told myself to do something different, but the reflex was too strong. I screamed out and grabbed her wrist again. Again the guard shoved the barrel of his rifle in my face. 
 
    I shouted, “OK! OK! OK!” 
 
    “Where is Zeta?” 
 
    I looked her straight in the eye, panting and light headed with the agony. I said, “Fuck you, Athena Noctua…” 
 
    This time she gritted her teeth and smiled as she rammed her thumbnail into the open wound. This time, I felt the nail tear the muscle and penetrate. But this time, I didn’t grab her wrist. This time I screamed and grabbed the barrel of the assault rifle with my left hand, shoved it a foot to my right and leaned forward to hammer his index onto the trigger with my thumb. The rifle stuttered and her pretty head exploded like a watermelon. 
 
    I had all the leverage, and while he struggled to regain control of his rifle, I smashed my fish into his balls with all the savagery and rage that Athena Noctua had aroused in me with her red thumbnail. It took half a second. I stood, putting all my weight on my left leg. My right leg danced and quivered, but I leaned the G36 on his shoulder and sprayed the six soldiers standing just seven feet away with twelve rounds a second, for three long seconds, until the weapon was just clicking and the only sound in the room was my insane bellowing. 
 
    I dropped the rifle and looked at the shredded bodies lying in the spreading pool of red blood that was obscuring the parquet floor. My leg was trembling like crazy. The guy in front of me dropped to his knees. I reached down and took his sidearm from its holster and put a single round through the back of his head. Then I fell back on the sofa. 
 
    I don’t know how long I sat like that. Too long. Eventually I pulled myself to my feet and struggled over to the sideboard behind the sofa. There, I found a bottle of Johnnie Walker Blue Label and poured myself a large measure. I downed it and started to feel a little better. A second slug and I was able to limp over to the PC on the desk. 
 
    It was like no operating system I knew, but by applying common sense, I began to open and examine the data bases on the computer. There was nothing happening. No files were being deleted, no nuclear devastation was being wreaked. The virus was a dud.  
 
    I levered myself to my feet and crossed the room to the elevator. It opened at the touch of the latex thumbprint and I rode it down to the lobby. As I limped across the large, hexagonal room, people glanced at me and frowned. I guess I looked a mess. I pushed out through the big, glass doors into the bright afternoon sunshine. My cell was switched on and I knew if they were looking for me, they would be able to lock onto my position. Their computers, their satellites, their communication systems were all operational. Omega Europe was unharmed.  
 
    I pulled my phone from my pocket as I struggled slowly up the hill toward Avenue JF Kennedy. I dialed Njal. He answered instantly. 
 
    “Yuh.” 
 
    “I did it. I uploaded the virus.” 
 
    “Wow.” 
 
    “But it’s a bust. It didn’t work.” 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    “Where are you?” 
 
    “At the doctor’s apartment.” 
 
    “Take him down to the street. Tell him you’re putting him in a taxi for the airport. Tell him it was a bust. Call me when you’re downstairs.” 
 
    “OK.” 
 
    He hung up. At the corner of Berlaimont and JFK, I found a low wall on a patch of scrub and sat to wait. Fifteen minutes later, my cell rang.  
 
    “Yeah, talk to me.” 
 
    “We are walking to the the Avenida Al Andalus. There we will catch a taxi to the Jerez airport.” 
 
    “OK. Listen to me. Give him his cell and a hundred bucks. Walk away. Go back to the States.” 
 
    He was silent for a moment. Then he said, “OK.” 
 
    He hung up. I sat for five minutes, watching the traffic, feeling the September sun on my face, trying to ignore the throbbing pain in my leg, and the throbbing emptiness in my gut, wondering vaguely what I was going to do next. After five minutes, I dialed one and sat staring at the phone, thinking of a street a thousand miles away where a man had just had his heart blown out.  
 
    Then I switched off my phone and hailed a cab to take me back to the airport. There were no sirens, no choppers, no dark Audi SUVs screaming up to surround me and arrest me. 
 
    Nothing.  
 
    It was like nothing had happened at all. 
 
    All the way there, the driver kept looking at me in the mirror and talking to me in French and German. I heard the word ‘doctor’ repeated a few times and realized I must look a wreck with a bloody hole in my leg and blood spatter over my face and shoulder.  
 
    I looked in the mirror. He was still watching me and talking. I managed something like a smile and shook my head. “It looks worse than it is.” 
 
    He shrugged and after five minutes, we pulled into the airport compound. I paid him, climbed out and watched him drive away. I was unsteady on my feet and the pain in my leg was making me dizzy. I walked into the main hall, spotted the toilets, pushed in and washed the gore off my face and my shirt. A couple of the men in there were looking at me like they weren’t sure whether to offer help or not.  
 
    I ignored them, pushed into one of the cubicles and locked myself in. There, I pulled my pants down and examined the wound in my leg. There was a furrow an inch long and half an inch deep, where the slug had torn out a chunk of muscle. Fortunately, the heat of the lead had largely cauterized the wound, but the crazy bitch Athena, with her red thumbnail, had made a real mess of it.  
 
    I took toilet paper and cleaned away as much of the blood as I could, but there was nothing I could do for the jeans. The whole area around the hole was saturated. 
 
    I took five minutes to rest. I was aware that my mind was not working properly. I was not focusing, and I knew my planning was not logical. I struggled to focus, planned out my next steps and then limped out into the airport main concourse. I stood a moment, looking around me, not sure suddenly what I had intended to do. I had thought about finding a chemist, a clothes store to buy some jeans. But the echo of voices under the immensely high ceiling was making me dizzy. I was aware that I needed sleep. I tried to remember when I had last slept, but the days seemed to run into each other, it was hard to find definition, to know what was what and who was who. 
 
    Ahead, I could see two cops. They were walking toward me, walking fast. I knew this was it now. They had caught up with me. Now they would take me to a cell and kill me. Flashing lights caught my eye on a TV screen suspended from the ceiling. It was ironic. It said, ‘cancelled’. There were three of them saying, ‘cancelled’. It was ironic because I knew that now I was cancelled, like the flights.  
 
    The cops were practically on top of me. I had expected more. There were only two. I could probably handle two. I had to fight. You didn’t get to Valhalla unless you went down fighting. And I had to be there for when Njal arrived. They took hold of my arms and then everything went black. 
 
    When I came to, I was lying on a couch. It dawned on me slowly that I was in an office. I frowned, trying to squeeze memories back into my mind. I had been in the can, my leg was a mess. There had been two cops. I had been arrested. I lifted my head and looked at my leg. Where the hole was in my jeans, it showed pristine white, instead of red and black. I turned my head and saw a green steel desk. Behind it, there was a middle-aged man with a pencil mustache. He was wearing a dark blue uniform and watching me with no expression on his face.  
 
    I sat up with difficulty and realized I had a headache. 
 
    “Mister Lacklan Walker.” He had the kind of German accent that makes grown men weep under interrogation. 
 
    I couldn’t think of anything smart to say, so I said, “Yes, that’s my name. You bandaged my leg. Thank you.” 
 
    “You had a bullet wound. You had many bruises. Perhaps you should explain.” 
 
    I said the first thing that came into my head: “I was mugged.” 
 
    He shook his head. “In Luxembourg, we have the muggings, but not with the guns. This is more serious than a mugging.” 
 
    “What can I tell you? I was in town, near the Place Guillaume II. I asked a guy for directions and he started screaming at me that I was an American Satan, Allahu Akbar, all kinds of crazy shit. Then he pulled a gun and I ran. He shot at me and hit me in the leg. After that, I was kind of disoriented and sick. I don’t remember how I got to the airport, but what I really want is to get home.” 
 
    “Can you describe this man?” 
 
    I took a deep breath and made like I was thinking. “Mid thirties, medium build, short, dark hair, stubble, could have been Mediterranean, dressed in jeans and a brown leather jacket, but it might have been black. A T-shirt, blue? Gray? I’m sorry I can’t be more helpful. I was real scared at the time.” 
 
    “What is the purpose of your visit to Luxembourg, Mr. Walker?” 
 
    “Tourism.” 
 
    “How long do you intend to stay?” 
 
    “I plan to leave this afternoon, as soon as you let me go.” 
 
    “You want to file a report against the man who attacked you?” 
 
    I didn’t answer straight away. I noticed he hadn’t pulled over his keyboard when he asked me. I also noticed his computer was not humming. I shook my head. 
 
    “It will only add to your paperwork,” I said. “And the chances of finding this guy are remote at best. What I would really like is to go home.” 
 
    He pursed his lips and nodded for a while. “I suggest you buy a new pair of jeans, Mr. Walker. You have a flight to London in one hour, and from there, you have many flights to U.S.A.” 
 
    I stood and he pushed a little stack consisting of my cell, my wallet and my passport toward me. As I picked them up, I glanced at his computer screen. It was dark. 
 
    “Computers down?” 
 
    He gave a single nod. “In the whole city. Not all computers, but some networks. For now, most of the air traffic computers are OK. Let us hope your flight is not affected.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, “Let us hope.” 
 
   


 
  

 TWENTY 
 
      
 
    It was raining. Thunder, like empty oil drums, rolled across a low ceiling of gunmetal clouds, becoming distant and faint, then erupting again overhead. I was parked on Woodstock Road, smoking and watching the main entrance to Green Templeton College. What I could see was a sandstone wall with an iron gate, and beyond it, the illuminated top floor windows of a long building with a black slate roof, slick and shiny with the rain.  
 
    The rain wasn’t torrential, but it was heavy enough to trigger the wipers every five or ten seconds, when the build up of drops turned the street into a tangle of distorted, twisted light, and wet shadows. They squeaked and thudded, and I saw Gibbons’ shadow move across his window, then return and sit at his desk. 
 
    I opened the car door and climbed out, dropped my cigarette on the sidewalk and limped across the road, wiping the rain from my eyes. I stepped into the small, college office, stamping my feet und pushing my wet hair out of my face. A woman with rosy cheeks smiled at me from behind the desk. 
 
    “Isn’t it awful?” she said. “Why don’t you grab some paper towels from the loo? Just down the corridor on the left.” 
 
    I took her advice, grabbed some paper towels and climbed the stairs, wiping my hair with them. At the top, I reached a dark landing and found a long passage with a window at the end, where wet light was filtering in and making liquid shadows on the walls and the beige carpet. Gibbons’ door was the third one on the left. I didn’t bother knocking. I checked my phone, opened the door and stepped in. 
 
    Outrage was the default expression on Gibbons’ face and that was the way he looked at me now from behind his oak desk. The only light in the room was the gray light coming through his window and the amber light from his brass desk lamp, which now lit his face from below, making dark shadows of his eye sockets. 
 
    The office was small and cramped, no more than twelve feet from door to window, and eighteen or twenty feet long. There was an old couch against one wall, an armchair that was going to seed, and books, thousands of books everywhere. He said, “What the hell do you want?” 
 
    I threw the wet paper on his desk, pulled out a chair and sat opposite him. 
 
    “Hello, Gibbons. How are you?” 
 
    “I asked you a question.” 
 
    He grabbed the wet paper and threw it in his waste paper basket. I sucked my teeth and studied his face for a minute. His glasses glinted, adding to his air of barely controlled rage. 
 
    “You surprised to see me?” 
 
    He didn’t answer the question. He just repeated his own. “What do you want, Walker?” 
 
    “I came to kill you. Can you give me any reason why I shouldn’t?” 
 
    There was no trace of fear in his expression. All I could see was contempt. “That’s all you know how to do, isn’t it? Kill, destroy.” 
 
    I nodded a couple of times. “What is it you do, Gibbons? I kill and destroy, and while I am doing that, what is it exactly that you do?” 
 
    “Why the bloody hell should I tell you? Who the hell are you to come in here demanding explanations from me?” 
 
    I ignored him and spoke to the wet, gray window. “Timmerman is dead.” He was very still and very quiet. I turned my head slightly so I could see his face, diabolically under-lit by his lamp. “You been having trouble getting through to him?” 
 
    “What have you done?” 
 
    “Marni told you it was Theta I was going after. But it wasn’t Theta, it was Zeta.” 
 
    He shook his head, narrowing his eyes, and repeated, “What have you done?” 
 
    “You’ll find out in due course, if I don’t kill you in the next ten minutes. I’m still waiting to hear a reason why I shouldn’t.” 
 
    “You’re serious.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m serious. I’m going to come around that side of the desk and I am going to break your neck.” 
 
    He sighed heavily. He still wasn’t scared. “You can’t solve every problem by just killing people, Lacklan.” 
 
    “I know you’re in bed with Omega.” 
 
    “That’s not…” But he couldn’t say it. Instead, he said, “You don’t understand. You’re an animal, Lacklan. You’re a brute. You can’t see beyond the simplistic basics of Us and Them, right and wrong, good and bad. The future of the whole race is at stake—the whole planet! And to be perfectly honest with you, if you had a brain in your head to think with, you’d see that some of Omega’s notions are very sound. They have some highly intelligent people on board.” 
 
    “Just tell me something.” 
 
    “Are you listening to a single word I am saying?” 
 
    “Every word. Now tell me, does Marni know you are in bed with Omega?” 
 
    He sighed noisily again. “I am not… I am not in bed with them. We are, or have been, having a dialogue. That’s something you would not understand about. But surely it is better to reach an intelligent understanding than to simply go around murdering people…” 
 
    “Does she know?” 
 
    “No. And I’ll thank you not to tell her. I’ll tell her in my own good time, and my own way…” 
 
    “Why did she tell you I was after Theta?” 
 
    His mouth worked but no sound came out. 
 
    “Do I have to come around there and beat an answer out of you?” 
 
    “She was under the impression that…” 
 
    He stopped, chewing his lip. 
 
    “That what, Gibbons?” 
 
    “That we had some operations under way on the continent. I had asked her, as a precaution, if you got it into your head to start any of your cowboy antics in Europe to let me know.” 
 
    “Who’s ‘we’?” 
 
    He was a long time answering. “She thinks… She thinks I have an organization.” 
 
    “You lied to her.” 
 
    “That’s not exactly…” 
 
    “You’ve had her believing that you could pull strings, that you had powerful backing that kept you safe from Omega, and all the while the reason they didn’t come after you was because you were in bed with them, and they were using you.” He opened his mouth to answer, but I cut him short. “Who else was compromised?” 
 
    “It’s not like that.” 
 
    “Keep bullshitting me and I’ll throw you out of the window. Is Senator Cyndi McFarlane compromised?” 
 
    “You keep saying ‘compromised’…” 
 
    I leaned across the desk, grabbed a fistful of his shirt and dragged him toward me till his face was less than an inch from mine. “Does Senator McFarlane know you were in bed with Omega?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Who else knew?” 
 
    “Nobody. It was a private dialogue.” 
 
    “You’re going to find it is a very one-sided dialogue from now on, Gibbons.” I shoved him back in his chair. “I’m not going to kill you today. Write books, give talks, but if I ever see you getting involved in this business again, I will come after you and I will kill you.”  
 
    I stood. I looked down at his shiny, bald head and his angry eyes and realization dawned. I said: “You’re in love with her.” His eyes were bright and his cheeks flushed. “That’s why you didn’t give them my name. You told them about Van Zuydam, and you gave them my number so they could track my GPS. But you couldn’t give them my name, because if they grabbed me, Marni would know who alerted them.” He still didn’t answer. I shook my head. “Don’t call her.” 
 
    I limped down the stairs again and stepped into the rain. The gray penumbra of late afternoon had turned to the darkness of night. Wet, luminous amber squiggles lay across the puddles on the asphalt, and all around there was the hiss and patter of relentless rain.  
 
    I drove slowly, feeling both heavy and somehow empty inside. I went south, along Magdalen Street and Cornmarket Street until I came to the High Street. There, I turned left and right and parked outside Marni’s block. 
 
    I climbed out of my car and stood a while in the rain, staring at her door, wiping the water from my eyes. Finally, I rang her bell and listened to her voice, with a hot twist in my belly. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Hey, it’s me, Lacklan.” 
 
    “Lacklan?” There was a smile in her voice. The door buzzed almost immediately and I pushed in, climbing the narrow stairs and dripping water on the carpet. She was standing framed in the doorway, a dark, indistinct silhouette with a smiling voice. 
 
    “Look at the state of you! My God! Come in, go and dry off in the bathroom…” She reached up and kissed me. “You want to have a shower?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I’ll put some coffee on.” 
 
    I went to the bathroom, dried myself with a towel and stood staring at the mirror, thinking of what Gibbons had said, of how he had described me. I ran my fingers through my hair, sighed and made my way down the corridor again to the kitchen door, where Marni had two mugs on the work surface and was pouring whisky into them. She glanced at me. 
 
    “You look terrible. You’re limping. What happened?” 
 
    “A lot.” 
 
    She smiled, but there was something uncertain about her expression. “When did you get back? Are you OK?” 
 
    I studied her face. The anxiety I could see was because of my behavior. There was no trace of guilt or fear. 
 
    “I came straight from the airport. I need to tell you something, Marni.” 
 
    She was frowning, searching my eyes. “What is it?” 
 
    “Gibbons warned Omega that we were after Theta.” 
 
    She went very still. Her cheeks colored. “Lacklan, I…” 
 
    “He’s in cooperation with Omega. He gave them my cell number so they could track my GPS.” 
 
    She shook her head. “No…” 
 
    “I’ve just been to see him.” 
 
    “No, he wouldn’t…” 
 
    I was quiet for a long while. Then, I told her: “I planted the information, Marni. I wasn’t after Theta. I was after Zeta. I suspected Gibbons was pumping you and giving information to Omega. I was right.” 
 
    “You planted it…?” 
 
    “You think you’re entitled to be outraged, Marni? I asked you not to tell Gibbons, and you went right ahead and told him. It could have cost me and Njal our lives. You betrayed me, Marni.” 
 
    Tears sprang into her eyes and brimmed over. She covered her mouth. 
 
    I said, “I’m sorry. I know he was an idol for you. But he’d lost his compass.” I pulled my phone from my pocket, found the audio file of the conversation, pressed play and put the phone on the work surface, next to the mugs. She listened to it in silence. When it finished, she stared at me. It was hard to read the expression on her face. I reached out and touched her cheeks with my fingers. “I guess we both lost somebody we trusted today, huh?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Lacklan, I had no idea…” 
 
    “That doesn’t change anything, Marni. I trusted you and confided in you. I asked you not to tell him. That’s trust, Marni. If I had told you the truth, that we were going after Timmerman, your betrayal of that trust would have cost us our lives. You believed in him, but you didn’t believe in me.” 
 
    “Lacklan, I’m sorry…” 
 
    “So am I, but it will always be like this, won’t it? You, never quite committing. Never quite being there.” We stood in silence for a moment. Then, I picked up my phone and put it in my pocket. “Take it easy, Marni. I’ll see you around.” 
 
    On the drive back to Heathrow, the news on the radio was full of the crash of the European stock market. It was being billed as the worst since the ’30s, but experts were struggling to identify exactly what had caused it. One senior economist was saying: 
 
    “…‘What is notable, Robert, is the suddenness with which it has happened, and the fact that it is extremely difficult to point to a single trigger, like the Lehman Brothers going into receivership in 2008. It is, quite literally, as though billions of euros in stocks had simply vanished into thin air. There are rumors, and I must stress that at this stage they are only rumors, that a number of major financial institutions experienced a total IT wipe out, and that has resulted in a sort of apocalyptic loss of assets. This, I have to say, is very hard to believe. However, it is what is being rumored in the city and, I might add, on Wall Street. Sources on the continent, by contrast, are deafening in their silence…’ 
 
    “Matt Johnson there from the city reporting on the sudden, devastating collapse of the European stock market. In other news, reports that the missing European Commissioner, Jean-Claude Timmerman’s body has been found in Cadiz, in the south of Spain, have been confirmed…” 
 
    I turned off the radio and drove on through the dark and the rain, laughing quietly to myself. The neutron bomb had finished spreading and had detonated. It had clearly gone beyond the confines of the mainframe in Luxembourg, but it had stopped short of the apocalypse that Philip had feared. I wondered if Omega was finished now, and how far the devastation had spread within the organization. It was impossible to know—would be impossible to know for a long time to come. But one thing was for sure, Omega tonight was not the organization my father had known, not by a long shot.  
 
    I had destroyed that Omega. 
 
   


 
  

 EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
    I flew to Los Angeles instead of Boston. Njal collected me at the airport at eight P.M. in a convertible Mustang and we took North Sepulveda south most of the way. The sun had gone down, but the sky was still pink and powder blue over the ocean. Over the hills in the east, it was dark, with a crescent October moon peering over the rim of the world. We didn’t talk. He handed me a pack of Camels and we smoked instead. 
 
    As we turned onto Paseo de la Playa, on Malaga Cove, he said, “Maria is cooking a big meal tonight. Jim is in the mood for celebrating.” 
 
    I smiled at the western horizon as the pink faded to dark gray and the powder blue turned navy. 
 
    “Good, me, too.” 
 
    Maria had been joined by two girls who were notable for how pretty they were. They were engaged in setting the table out on the terrace. There were terracotta bowls of salad, wooden boards with freshly baked whole meal bread, there was a wheel of cheese and there were plates of smoked ham. 
 
    Flaming torches had been set around the garden and down the winding path, the fire was burning where we had sat and made our plan in September. A pretty girl, who might have been Japanese, bowed to me and said, “Would you like a beer, or wine? Or maybe some whiskey?” 
 
    Njal answered for me. “Bring us two beers, Mioko.” 
 
    She bowed again and withdrew. I shook my head. “This is absurd, Njal. I’m not sure I even like it.” 
 
    He shrugged and I followed him down the path to the big fire, where Jim was sitting in his weathered oak throne. He stood as he heard us approaching and I was struck again by how massive he was. We embraced and he clapped me on both shoulders. “Welcome home, Lacklan. I heard the news on the TV and on the radio. I would never have believed that two men alone could have achieved so much.” 
 
    We sat and I watched Mioko approach down the path with a tray holding three large jugs of beer. She handed them around and withdrew. Jim raised his. “To you both, to your great victory.” 
 
    We drank, then sat in silence for a while, listening to the crackle of the fire, feeling the gentle October breeze moving off the Pacific. 
 
    Eventually Njal said: “You killed Timmerman.” 
 
    It wasn’t a question, but I said, “Yes. I had to. I had intended to from the start.” 
 
    Jim frowned at the fire. His long hair and his red beard looked like burnished copper. “What about Van Zuydam and General Bisset?” 
 
    “I am not sure yet.” I thought a moment. “There is also the question of Omega Three in Latin America. We’ll have to wait and see exactly how much damage was done.” 
 
    He nodded his big, shaggy head. “Before we get onto that, tell me about Gibbons.” 
 
    “I had suspected him for some time. There was nothing specific, but his attitude unsettled me. He was hungry for power…” I paused. “There is nothing wrong with wanting power over your own life, but when what you’re looking for is power over other people, that becomes a problem.” 
 
    Jim gave a wolfish, diabolical smile. “That is exactly it, Lacklan. Exactly it.” 
 
    “So I planted some information with Marni. I was pretty sure she would pass it on to Gibbons and she did. What I didn’t realize was the extent to which he had gone over. I thought there was a degree of cooperation and dialogue, but that he was basically still sound.” I shrugged. “Hoping to win them over to ‘our side’. But it was worse than that. He had not only alerted them to the supposed threat to Emanuel Van Zuydam, he had also supplied them with my cell phone number so that they could track me. Fortunately, we had our cells switched off most of the time, but it was enough for them to home in on our general location.” 
 
    Njal said: “What I don’t understand is why he only gave them scraps of information. He could have told them who you were, where and when you were arriving—he could have shopped you completely…” 
 
    I smiled. “Not really. I left a false trail and I gave him a false target. But even so, you’re right, he did hold back information, because he is in love with Marni. She doesn’t realize it, but he is pretty obsessed with her. If he had given them too much, she would have known it was him. Only two people could supply that kind of information on me, her and, through her, him.” 
 
    Jim grunted. “That leak is sealed now?” 
 
    “It’s sealed.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you kill him? Because of her?” 
 
    I took a long pull on my beer to hide my uncertainty about the answer to that question. I wiped my mouth with my hand and shook my head. “No. I am not sure how much damage we have done to Omega. If they start to resurge, Gibbons and Marni could prove useful as a source of information.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    We were quiet for a while then. The warmth of the flames against the cool of the night was oddly restful. It felt good. Despite the absurdity of it, there was something sane and solid about Jim Redbeard’s chosen way of life.  
 
    “I had some surprises in Luxembourg,” I said. 
 
    Njal raised an eyebrow. “I thought so. What kind of surprises?” 
 
    I raised two fingers. Jim was watching me carefully.  
 
    “The first was discovering that the people who hit us in Cadiz were not Omega. They were French Special Forces. Turns out what I told Carmen was true after all. They arrested me in Luxembourg and took me to a chateau outside the town where they were planning to interrogate me. I thought they were Omega troops, but their captain had no idea who Omega were. He thought I was being employed by British Intelligence.” I reached in my pocket, pulled out Captain Berger’s ID and tossed it over to Jim. “This was the guy.” 
 
    He examined it for a moment and put it in his pocket. “That is interesting. It suggests they were under strength. Using national forces is risky.” 
 
    “Under strength, or they were ready to make their move and take control in the EU.” 
 
    He nodded. “That is also possible. What was the other surprise?” 
 
    I made the face of confusion and stared into my beer. “Weird one. The European mainframe was being run by a young woman. Timmerman didn’t tell me she would be there. He said nothing about her at all. I thought perhaps he was hoping to get me trapped while I was underground and couldn’t detonate the C4 strapped to his back. She called herself the Librarian, and she was as crazy as a soup sandwich. Vicious, cruel…” I stopped and shook my head again. “But that wasn’t it. There was something about her that was… wrong!” 
 
    Jim made a rumbling noise in his chest. “Can you be more precise? What was it about her that was wrong?” 
 
    “It’s hard to put my finger on it. She was dispassionate and cruel at the same time. She wasn’t fazed by any threat to her personally, but when the computer was threatened, she went hysterical.” I thought a moment. “She said her name was Athena Noctua.” 
 
    He frowned and pouted. “That was Athena’s owl. You killed her?” 
 
    “Pretty thoroughly.” 
 
    He seemed to study my face for a moment, then asked abruptly, “What about Ben?” 
 
    I answered without hesitation. “He’s dead, Jim. I have no doubt about that.” 
 
    As I said it, I watched Mioko descend the path toward us. Beyond her, I could see Maria and the other girl loading the table with roasted meat. Mioko bowed to us, smiling. 
 
    “Dinner is ready.” 
 
    Jim rose. “Thank you, Mioko.” 
 
    Njal stood and they made to go. I said, “I’ll catch up with you in a couple of minutes. I need to make a phone call.” 
 
    As they moved up through the shadows, with the light from the flames playing against their silhouettes, I pulled out my call and called Bat Hayes.  
 
    “All right, sir? You got back OK?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine, Bat. How’s everything?” 
 
    “Yeah, great, nothin’ to report. You, uh, manage everything OK…?” 
 
    I was hearing something in his voice and I couldn’t pin point it. “Yeah,” I said. “It was successful. You been watching the news?” 
 
    He gave a small laugh. “Oh! Right. Good on ya’, sir.” 
 
    I waited a moment, then asked, “How’s Abi? How are the kids?” 
 
    “Great! Yeah, excellent. They’re lovely kids. I can see why you care for them… And, uh, Abi, sir, she’s an exceptional woman. One of a kind…” 
 
    Now I knew what I was hearing in his voice. I felt sick for a moment, then a twist of pain in my gut. I looked out at the great Pacific Ocean, still and peaceful under the vast sky. I fought to keep the hurt from my voice and said, “She surely is, Bat. A good mother and, for the right man, a perfect wife.” 
 
    “Yes, sir…” 
 
    “How does she feel about you?” 
 
    He was too honest to bullshit. He was quiet for a moment and said, “We haven’t talked about it. I wouldn’t do that till I’d spoken to you. But I know she likes me. She still loves you, sir, I think she always will, but given time… I think I could be a good husband for her.” 
 
    I nodded. “I think you are exactly the kind of man she’s been looking for, Bat. I hope it works out.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    “Give them my love, be happy.” 
 
    I stood and made my way up to the great feasting table. Jim was at the head. He was laughing his big laugh, pouring good wine from a stone jug into his absurd goblets. Njal was smiling, with the light from the flames turning his skin amber and the beautiful Maria, Mioko, and the third girl whose name I did not know were smiling and laughing also, carving the meat and bringing dishes of roasted vegetables.  
 
    I arrived at the table and sat. Mioko handed me a goblet of wine and I smiled into her beautiful eyes. She smiled back. Jim toasted again, and after that, we must have toasted a hundred times as we ate and drank, doing justice to Jim’s insane, glorious vision of life. 
 
    And as we ate and drank, and even sang songs occasionally, I felt, perhaps for the first time in my life, embraced by the warmth of something real. Absurd as it was, I could not deny it was real. More real, I decided, than the toxic madness that was engulfing the world which we were taught to believe was normal.  
 
    And then it dawned on me: there is no permanent, fixed, immutable reality. As Timmerman had said to me in the train, reality is what we make from one instant to the next, it is the memories with which we dress our experience. No one reality is more real or more valid than the next. What Jim Redbeard had learned to do, what made him wise and powerful, was his ability to create the reality he wanted, and revel in it without shame and without apology. 
 
    I remember then, as the crescent moon rode overhead and then began to slide down toward the sea, as we were rounding off our meal with whiskey, cheese, and succulent dates, Maria sat on Jim’s lap and kissed him. Njal had gone inside to put an original vinyl Led Zeppelin on an old record player, saying something about the greatest of all songs. And as Robert Plant’s voice bellowed out across the night about the Land of Ice and Snow, and the hammer of the gods, Mioko offered me her hand and led me back down the path toward the dancing, wavering fire. There, she slipped off her robe, made me sit on the grass and began to undress me. 
 
    I remember my cell phone chimed, telling me I had received a message. I looked at the screen. It was an un known number. I opened the message as Mioko pulled off my boots. It said: Do you know what you have done? Do you realize the damage you have caused, the destruction that will follow, brother? 
 
    I wrote: It is the light that destroys, Ben. The darkness that preserves. 
 
    Then I switched off the phone and surrendered to Mioko’s delicate, supple beauty. 
 
   


 
  

 * * * 
 
   
 
  

 What'd you think? 
 
    First of all, thank you so much for giving my work a chance. If you enjoyed this adventure, then I would be extremely grateful if you would consider writing a short review for the book on Amazon. A good review means so much to every writer, but means even more for self-published writer like myself. As it allows new readers to find my books, and ultimately allows me to spend more time  creating stories that I love! :) 
 
    You can do so directly down below: 
 
    US Review Link 
 
    UK Review Link 
 
    CA Review Link 
 
    AU Review Link 
 
    * * * 
 
   
 
  

 Ready for the next mission? 
 
    The next book in the OMEGA series is currently being written. Sign up for my VIP mailing list, and I'll be sure to send you a quick heads up whenever my next book is released! Your email will be kept 100% private, and you can unsubscribe any time. You'll only hear from me when I have a new book finished though, so it's pretty relaxed. If that's something you'd be interested in, then just tap here and sign up! 
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