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      “Why now?” Mitch Herron’s lips curled into a snarl, the sight so disgusting it turned his stomach, even after all the years he’d spent cleaning the sewers of humanity.

      Clenching his fists, he changed his route through the Suva Municipal Market, the largest in Fiji’s capital, to tail the Western tourist. The man was walking hand-in-hand with a Fijian girl who looked barely old enough to be in high school. He was wearing shorts and a white shirt that’d gone translucent with sweat, while the girl’s clothes were inappropriate for her age, too small and too tight, her high heels causing her to walk as awkwardly as a baby giraffe.

      Although he had somewhere to be, and this man wasn’t the target of his operation, there was enough time for Herron to complete a little side job.

      As they reached the edge of the market, it spilled out onto the road and coalesced with the rest of the capital. Herron stayed on their tail, maintaining his distance – patient and calculating – as the predator led his young prey to a less populated part of town. It wasn’t hard, the girl walking slowly in the heels and the man oblivious to his surroundings, but when he saw the man reach down to squeeze the girl’s ass Herron decided he’d seen enough.

      He closed the distance and gave the man a brutal shot to the kidney. As he cried out in pain and staggered forward, Herron grabbed the girl around the waist and pulled her away.

      “It’s going to be all right,” he said, crouching down to the girl’s level. “I’ll take you home soon.”

      She looked at Herron with wide eyes, then glanced at the man who’d been prepared to abuse her. “Okay.”

      Herron stood back to his full height, towering over the westerner, who was doubled over and struggling to breathe. Herron grabbed him by the collar of his shirt and dragged him, coughing and wheezing, down an alleyway that ran off the main street.

      “Please, don’t hurt me!” The man’s voice was high-pitched with panic. “I can give you money!”

      Herron clenched his jaw – he was going to teach this filth a lesson he’d never forget. He threw him to the ground and delivered several kicks into his torso, earning a grunt with each. Only when the man was whimpering and begging him to stop did Herron cease the punishment.

      Herron growled. “You were going harm that little girl.”

      “No! I—”

      Herron kicked him again. “Don’t lie to me.”

      “I… I…”

      Herron raised an eyebrow, waiting for a response. Instead, the man made a terrible mistake. Reaching into his pocket, he produced a small knife. He sat up on his haunches and held the blade out in front of him in a pitiful attempt to scare Herron off.

      “I’d suggest you put that away,” Herron said, keeping an eye on the knife. “Or this will get worse.”

      Instead, the fool ignored him and tried to climb to his feet, the knife still held in front of him.

      Taking a step forward, Herron kicked him firmly in the chest, sending him sprawling and the knife flying from his grip.

      Herron repeated his question. “The girl?”

      “Yes!” The westerner’s voice was pathetic. “I paid to be with her!”

      “Have you done the same with others in the past?”

      “Yes!”

      Herron stepped closer and dug through the pedophile’s pockets, meeting no resistance. He found an American passport in one pocket and a cellphone in the other. He now had the man’s name and the only means for him to get out of the country.

      He placed the cell on the ground in front of the animal.

      “Call the police and give yourself up.” Herron’s voice was grave. “I’ll be watching.”

      He thought the man might resist. Instead, he nodded, seemingly resigned to trying his luck with the Fijian Police Department over this wild man with fury in his eyes.

      Herron waited while the man called the cops, admitted he was a child molester and told them where he was. When the call was done, Herron moved to the end of the alley and gestured for the girl to join him.

      They waited in silence, Herron’s eyes locked on the tourist, who was looking around as if desperate for a way out of all this. Eventually, a police car showed up and two officers arrested the man, taking his confession at face value. As they hauled him to the car and forced him into it, their faces were dark with the disdain reserved for child molesters.

      When her would-be abuser had been hauled away, Herron turned to face the girl. “What’s your name?”

      She gave shy smile. “Lynda.”

      “Okay, Lynda, you’re safe now.” He tried his best to sound reassuring. “Where’s your home?”

      “A few minutes away.”

      Herron looked down at his watch. He had enough time to see her safely there, so he gestured for her to lead the way.

      They wound their way through the streets of the capital and into the working-class heart of town, until they reached a modest house. Lynda looked back at Herron and ran inside when he nodded. He watched her enter the house, then turned and walked away.

      His mind back on the job, he headed back toward the market. He hadn’t made it far when, behind him, someone called out for him to stop. He ignored the shouts at first, not wanting to waste any more precious time, but they just became more insistent.

      He turned around and saw a Fijian man waving. Herron sighed. “Can I help you?”

      The local held his hand out. “I wanted to thank you for saving my daughter.”

      Herron shook his hand. “The man who was about to hurt her won’t be able to hurt anyone again.”

      “Thank you, I—”

      Herron smiled and interrupted. “Look, buddy, I really need to go. See you around.”

      The girl’s father called after him. “My name is Jone Nath. You’ve a new friend for life!”

      Herron resumed his walk back to the market, checking his watch again to confirm he had enough time for his mission. His target would be at the location – manning his market stall – until closing; about another half-hour. Then he’d leave to lead a protest march against Fiji’s government.

      The target’s followers lovingly called him the General, on account of his ability to rouse a usually happy and contented populace into action. Herron had seen him at work a few times, standing in the crowd of a speech or a protest, the brash old man spewing vitriol about the corruption and incompetence of the current government. He might make an okay leader, but that wasn’t for Herron to decide.

      His masters had targeted the General for elimination.

      It took five minutes to reach the market, crowded with people browsing all manner of food and goods. He snaked his way through the shoppers, searching for the General’s stall, but when he arrived, the place was closed, its wares packed away and its owner nowhere to be seen.

      The General, a man who was punctual to a fault, had left early.

      Herron was looking around the market, searching for answers, when his phone rang. He dug it out of his pocket and answered. “Hello.”

      “You failed to eliminate the target.” The electronically distorted voice chastised Herron. “The Fijian Army is leaving its barracks. The revolution has started and the General is leading it.”

      Herron’s mouth fell open a little, then he steeled himself. “I was delayed. I only missed the target by a few minutes. There’s still time.”

      “No.” The voice of his handler was firm. “The army has mobilized and the people are on the streets. Intervening now would only cause more chaos. It’s too late.”

      There was an explosion in the distance. Herron sighed. “I—”

      His handler didn’t let him finish. “Our client is displeased. Bug out and contact me when you’re clear of the mission zone. A repeat performance of this failure will see your contract terminated.”
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        * * *

      

      Herron woke with a start, his eyes shooting open. He looked around, confused, until his mind recalibrated. He’d been dreaming. He rubbed his face. “Damn it.”

      He hadn’t dreamed about his old life for over a year, not since he’d killed the Master and eradicated his corrupt former employers, the Enclave. He’d hoped the dreams were behind him, but it wasn’t surprising they were back again. He was about to return to the location of the first mission he’d ever failed. And, despite learning later of the Enclave’s self-serving agenda, it was one of his great regrets. His failure had led Fiji into to a decade of tyranny at the hands of the General, a man who’d gained the love of his people and overthrown a corrupt government, only to become something far worse.

      Herron shouldn’t be returning here at all. Since killing the Master and destroying his organization, Herron had kept a low profile. From London, he’d taken the Channel Tunnel to Paris, where he’d accessed one of his cash stashes, then travelled to the southern tip of Italy. He’d bought a second-hand yacht in Sicily and then set sail for the South Pacific.

      He’d found peace in paradise.

      He lived as an ocean nomad, moving from island to island, never staying long enough for anyone to get used to him or ask too many questions. He never returned to the same place twice and never struck up any friendships. For most people, it’d be like a prison sentence, but Herron was used to being alone.

      He liked it.

      He closed his eyes and snoozed. As he drifted off, his mental shield was lowered once again and the shadows returned from their slumber to plague his. But again the evil was forced to retreat as he was woken by the gentle rocking of the yacht and the less subtle screech of ocean birds.

      Resigned to starting the day, he dressed and headed for the main deck. Although the sun was shining, the day’s heat hadn’t yet arrived and there was a light breeze to help keep things cool. Herron took a few seconds to grip the siderail and enjoy the serenity. The sky and the Pacific Ocean were both a vivid blue, in contrast to the island in the distance.

      “Time to get moving.” He pushed himself off the rail. “Fiji, here I come.”

      In the wheelhouse, he pressed the button to pull up anchor and then got underway. When the boat was on course, he crouched down and pulled open a panel that housed lifejackets. He reached inside and felt around the back, being careful because the good start to the day could easily be undone if he wasn’t.

      He found the keypad at the back of the compartment and entered the code. At the same time as it clicked open a secret panel, the code also disarmed the bomb rigged to it. Herron had purchased the yacht cheap from an Italian mafia contact and now he used its several well-hidden smuggling compartments to hide his cash and valuables.

      He pulled out a metal box and opened it. Inside were his insurance policies, taken from his Paris stash – tightly rolled wads of American dollars, a dozen fake passports and a silenced pistol. He pocketed a single roll of cash and chose one of the passports, then put the box back. Unfortunately, it was lighter than he’d like it to be, the money within having almost run out. That was why he was returning to Fiji, where he’d find the only stash he had in all of Asia. Those funds would keep him going for several more years, his boat fueled and his stomach full. The alternatives had been a return to Europe or the United States, and neither was a desirable option.

      He stood and took the wheel again. As the minutes ticked by, the island grew before him, changing from a brown and green mass to an explosion of all types of color. Closer still, he could see signs of human development, the buildings of the capital and seaside berths for ships and smaller vessels. The whole time, he kept the yacht travelling straight and slow, not wanting to draw any more attention to his arrival than necessary.

      When he was a nautical mile from the Royal Suva Yacht Club, he was hailed over the radio. “This is the Fijian Immigration Department, please identify yourself.”

      Herron lifted the radio. “My name is Robert Sochi, skippering the Erica on an American passport. Do you require any more information?”

      “Please hold.”

      Herron waited a few minutes, one hand on the wheel and one hand on the radio, until finally the permission came in. His fake identification was good enough to pass a casual inspection, so he didn’t expect any trouble from the authorities, but he hadn’t survived a year on the run by being careless. He’d land here just long enough to make his way into the capital and secure his stash, then he’d return to the boat and depart as quickly as possible.

      He was told to berth in the Yacht Club and show his documents, but that no visa was required. He’d expected that, given his fake passport was from the United States, a visa-exempt country. And, just like that, he’d be past the only official check of his arrival in Fiji.

      He was back in paradise, but he hoped to be gone again just as easily.
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        * * *

      

      It hadn’t taken long for him to realize something felt wrong about the island.

      After passing through immigration, Herron had left the Royal Suva Yacht Club and headed south in the direction of the Suva Municipal Market. The walk had taken about twenty minutes. Following the path along the coastline, he’d immediately noticed there was a lack of tourists, their numbers far fewer than he remembered. A decade ago, Fiji had been bustling with them, and the locals had taken to them warmly. Now, dressed in khaki shorts and a pale green shirt, and looking the picture of a casual American visitor, he was attracting glances – resentful, suspicious and unwelcoming.

      He kept his hands in his pockets as he strolled through the market. A mass of locals and the occasional tourist fought for space amongst the stalls, and he was soon in the middle of the scrum as he browsed the wares.

      The glares continued, eyes locked onto him wherever he walked. Nothing was too overt and nobody challenged him directly, but there were enough sideways glances and pursed lips to make it clear something was off. It made him even more determined to get his stash and then get the hell out of Fiji, but first he had one other thing to do.

      Reaching the center of the market, where the General’s stall had been so many years ago, he felt a pang of regret.

      The stall was about twenty square feet, with waist-high walls dividing it from its neighbors. There was still a counter at the front, still a corroded metal sign screwed to it, advertising the stall’s goods and prices. That’s where the similarities ended.

      The sign had been graffitied with a range of vulgar suggestions about the General, and the stall had been splattered with red paint, the top of the counter covered in red handprints. It was a pretty obvious sign at least a portion of the populace was unhappy with the General.

      Herron lingered outside for another minute, contemplating his failure and what it had done to the people on this island. He’d killed a lot of innocent people on behalf of the Enclave, a sin he’d atoned for by eradicating the organization, but in this case the kill would’ve been justified.

      With a sigh, Herron continued on his way. He found his way to the public bathroom in the market, checked that the place was empty, then locked himself in one of the stalls. He put the toilet lid down, sat atop it and waited for almost a minute. When it was clear nobody else had followed him, he looked up.

      And smiled.

      In a changing world, it was impossible to guarantee his stashes would remain in place. Some were in bank vaults, others were in railway-station lockers, while others still were in wall cavities or similar hiding places. Here, in Fiji, he’d been pressed for time and options, so he’d decided to put the money right where he’d failed his mission.

      He got to his feet, stood on the toilet lid and then reached up for the ceiling. It was easy enough to lift and move one of the tiles aside. He reached up inside, his heart pounding in fear that his stash might’ve been discovered, but eventually he found the box wrapped in a plastic bag.

      Breathing a sigh of relief, he took it and climbed down, not bothering to replace the tile. He removed the box from the bag and opened it, revealing several wads of cash, more IDs and another pistol. He stuffed all the money into his pockets, but he left the other items behind. He had enough guns and identification aboard the yacht and there was no telling when he might need to hit this hiding place again.

      After replacing the box and the tile, he washed his hands and left.

      He bought a bottle of soda before heading back through the market to the exit. There was still tension in the air, but he was unable to identify a specific threat. He didn’t know what dangers lurked nearby, or what political fires were smoldering on the island, but he didn’t want to find out, either. Anonymity was his friend and he wanted no part of whatever was wrong on here.

      The island didn’t care.

      As he walked the path back to the Yacht Club, he slowed to a stop and his eyes widened. The foreign visitors who populated the Yacht Club were spewing onto the streets, running in all directions and screaming. Pursuing them up the road was a group of Fijian men with blades and blunt weapons, attacking those they could catch.

      Tourists ran past him, terrified and bloody, their attackers close behind. There was no way he could stay out of this, given the thugs and their victims were between him and his yacht. He sighed. “Fuck.”

      He charged straight at the closest Fijian, who swung at him with a blood-streaked machete. Herron deflected the blow with his soda bottle, the glass somehow remaining intact until he smashed it over the Fijian’s head. He stabbed the broken neck into the man’s throat, and as the surprised Fijian reached up to the blood suddenly pouring from his throat, Herron seized his wrist and bent it back. The machete dropped to the sand and Herron head-butted its former owner, dropping him. Maybe he’d survive if someone called in medical care in time, but Herron didn’t care.

      The important thing for him was he was armed.

      After reaching down to pick up the machete, he waited for the next attacker to come at him, a younger Fijian wielding a switchblade. The man inched closer, hesitant, so Herron changed his plan. He stepped forward and hacked the machete at his chest, slashing deep enough release a spray of blood that painted the sidewalk crimson.

      The knifeman howled and fled.

      Two down, but there were plenty still rampaging through the Yacht Club. Three of them now surrounded Herron, preventing him from pressing his attack. Using the machete on any one of them would expose his back to the others.

      Herron turned on the spot, watching for anyone making a move, playing for time. He glanced at each of his foes in turn, sensing their wariness given he’d just put down two of their friends. “Who’s next?”

      The biggest and meanest looking of the three hefted a steel bar in his hand and spat at Herron. “You made a big mistake. We’re going to fuck you up.”

      Herron smirked. “You and what army?”

      The Fijian gave a knowing smile. “The Movement.”

      “The Movement?” Herron laughed. “Like feminism or civil rights?”

      The Fijian glowered. “There’s a revolution coming and parasites like you must help to pay for it.”

      The trio approached him all at once, like water bursting from a dam.

      He stepped forward and slashed at the Fijian holding a steel bar. The man flinched away, too slow, a cut opening on his cheek.

      Herron pressed the attack, the Fijian deflecting his strikes.

      Then the others were on him.

      A heavy blow cracked the back of his head and stars exploded before Herron’s eyes. He grunted, dropped to one knee, his vision blurry. He tried to get back to his feet, but a second impact to his head knocked him off balance and sent him to the ground. After landing hard, Herron huddled into a ball, protecting his head as they kicked into him.

      Whistles and shouting penetrated the sound of the blows raining down on him. Immediately, the abuse ceased and the attackers fled.

      Herron climbed to his hands and knees and shook his head to clear it. He looked towards the Yacht Club and saw the attackers were long gone.

      “Sir!” Someone nearby shouted. “He’s moving!”

      A uniformed Fijian cop was walking over to him. The officer was young – about twenty years old – and eyed Herron with a deep suspicion, his gun held down by his side. A second, more senior cop, also with his gun drawn, approached behind him.

      “What’s your name?” The senior officer asked. His uniform was well-worn and sported the most stripes of rank. “Are you badly hurt?”

      “Bob Sochi.” Herron lied, rattling off the name on his fake passport. “And no, I’m fine. Just shaken up. Actually, my yacht is berthed here and I need to get back to it.”

      “You need to do what you’re told.” The cop’s voice was heavy with threat. “We have some questions for you.”

      Herron got to his feet. Conversations with the authorities wouldn’t help him stay anonymous, but being recalcitrant was an even worse idea. If he answered their questions right here, he could be on his way within a few minutes. If he refused, he could spend the night in a cell.

      “What do you want to know?”

      “I want to know why you ran toward the attackers while everybody else ran away.” The cop raised an eyebrow. “I want to know how you are skilled enough to take down two armed men, wound another, and slow all of them down long enough to allow dozens of people to flee to safety. I want to know who you are.”

      “I didn’t think about it,” Herron said. “I have some military experience and my training took over. Can I go now?”

      “I’m afraid not.” The cop shrugged. “The General has closed all ports of departure and the Yacht Club is in lockdown. This was one of a dozen coordinated attacks across the capital and we need to get to the bottom of it. Once we do, you’ll be allowed to leave.”

      “But I—”

      “This isn’t a discussion, Mr Sochi.” The cop cut him off. “I recommend you go to the hospital and get checked out. If not, you’re welcome to book a hotel and enjoy the sights for a day or two. But you’re not getting to your boat.”

      Herron sighed, but then he nodded. There was no arguing with the cops. He watched as the two officers walked away, more of their colleagues swarming the scene, stopping anyone from entering. Like it or not, it looked like he was stuck here, forced to spend days when he’d only wanted to spend hours.

      Could his timing have been any worse?

      Coordinated attacks, they’d said, and the Fijian had mentioned something called The Movement. Herron didn’t know why this Movement had decided to challenge the General now, but he knew what they wanted. From barren deserts to lush jungles to tropical paradises to sprawling metropolises, the currency of mankind was the same the world over: some people had power and would do anything to protect it, while others wanted it and would do the unthinkable to get it.

      He’d had seen power struggles just like this a hundred times all over the world.

      He’d been involved a lot of them.

      But not this time.

      “Assholes,” he muttered, and walked away from the Yacht Club.

      So much for stealth.
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      Herron placed a jerry can full of gasoline, a six-pack of Coke, a packet of cleaning cloths and a funnel onto the counter. He smiled at the gas station cashier. “I’ll take all this, a pack of Marlboros and a lighter.”

      “You’re an American?” The attendant frowned at Herron. “I’m surprised you haven’t been caught up in all the trouble.”

      Herron shrugged. He tossed some banknotes on the counter in front of the cashier. “Does that cover it?”

      The cashier’s frown turned into a grin when he saw the American dollars. He scooped up the notes, placed some change on the counter – in Fijian dollars – and procured the cigarettes and the lighter from a shelf behind him. As he bagged it all up, Herron pocketed the change, then took his purchases and left.

      He’d stuck around for a full day after the attack. The cracks on his head and kicks to the body hadn’t needed medical attention beyond what he could do with the hotel first aid kit, so he’d just waited, hoping the General would open up the ports. Things hadn’t quite gone to plan, though. Several more attacks had put the capital on edge and the streets were filled with soldiers and cops, particularly anywhere frequented by Westerners.

      With the Yacht Club on lockdown, if he wanted to get off the island, he’d need to clear the way first. The bag from the gas station would help with that.

      He walked up the coast until he was only thirty yards from the Yacht Club entrance, then started scanning each house that fronted it. They were nice homes and it looked like most of them had been built in the last few years, since natural gas had been found on the island. Everywhere Herron looked, it seemed money was pouring into Fiji, which made the turmoil surprising. Nothing drove money away faster than political turmoil.

      With a shrug, he settled on a house that’d suit his task. He rang the bell and waited, until eventually he heard movement from the other side of the door. A deadbolt unlocked with a heavy clunk, the door opened an inch and an eye appeared in the crack, staring at him suspiciously.

      “Hi!” Herron gave his best disarming smile. “I was wondering if you could help me out for a moment.”

      “With what?” The woman on the other side of the door sounded cautious, which wasn’t surprising given the situation on the streets.

      “I need access to your roof.” Herron slowly dug into his pocket and pulled out some cash. “I can pay you very well.”

      “I’m not interested in your money. I don’t want any part of all this trouble.” She started to close the door. “Goodb—”

      Herron put his foot in the door, keeping it open. “I think you should reconsider.”

      “Who’re you?” The homeowner’s eyes widened in fear. “I’ll call the police…”

      “The police won’t help you. Take the money.”

      He held out a good chunk of his remaining cash and she looked at the money for the first time. At last, she relented, stepping back into the hallway and letting him inside. Herron handed her the bills.

      He fixed her with a hard glare. “Roof?”

      The woman pointed to the back of the house.

      Finding a staircase, he climbed to the top and through a small door that accessed the outside. From there, he looked out over the Yacht Club and took in the situation. His yacht was berthed the furthest from the road and there were far too many cops for him to reach it. He needed to get them to focus on something else – like a fresh attack from the terrorists on the Westerners.

      He pulled the Coke bottles from the bag and emptied them. Next, he put the funnel in one of the bottles, unscrewed the cap of the jerry can and poured in some gasoline. He repeated the process five times and then set the jerry can aside. Lastly, he tore the cleaning cloths into strips and fed one into each of the bottle necks.

      He now had six of Molotov’s finest cocktails to get the attention of Fiji’s police.

      Dusk was settling in, the sunset casting the ocean in a brilliant burnt-orange color. Herron picked up a bottle, took the lighter and lit the strip of cloth. Then he hefted the Molotov as far as he could in the direction of the Yacht Club’s main building.

      He smiled as it sailed through the air, the flaming cloth acting like a tracer, then smashed against the roof. Flames immediately spread across the top of the building, as the gasoline inside the bottle sprayed over a wide area and caught fire. He repeated the process with the other bottles. Four hit the roof and one went through a window.

      The result was spectacular.

      Herron knew the effect on the outside of the building would be to cause drama rather than any real damage. Inside, it was a different story. Soon, flames were burning with uncontrolled fury, smoke spewing from the windows. Cops swarmed to the burning building from all around the Yacht Club.

      It was exactly what Herron had wanted.

      He left the rooftop, ran down the stairs, back through the woman’s home and out the front door, joining other Fijians who’d emerged from their homes and were streaming toward the burning building to help.

      Except, instead of helping to put out the fire and rescue anyone inside, he dived into the water.

      As the darkness of night descended on the island, Herron paddled through the water under the boardwalk, using it to cover his approach to the Erica. He moved as silent as a sea snake, until he reached the hull. Only then was he forced to emerge from cover, climb up onto the boardwalk and sneak onto the boat.

      As he moved to the living hatch below deck, he saw the lock had been smashed. He slid the door open and entered the cabin, a small living area and galley combination. Nothing looked out of place, until he saw an envelope on the table. He picked it up and tore it open. Inside was a piece of paper with a message.

      I know who you are.

      I know you tried to kill me all those years ago.

      I have a job for you.

      If you refuse, I expose you to the Americans.

      If you comply, you’re free to go.

      I am at Government House.

      Herron stared at the note, fury building within him, then screwed it into a ball and hurled it away.

      The General was trying to blackmail him?

      He changed into dry shorts and another casual shirt, then made his way to the wheelhouse, where he repeated the process to disarm the bomb and unlock the panel behind the lifejackets. The fact that the bomb hadn’t gone off told him his stash would be untouched, and he pulled out the box and opened it. He put most of the cash back inside, exchanging it for the pistol, then replaced everything, reset the bomb and returned to the deck.

      He gripped the siderail of his boat with one hand and his pistol with the other, looking back towards Suva.

      The most dangerous predator on the island had a new target in his sights.
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        * * *

      

      Constantly searching for handholds and using his feet push him higher, Herron scaled the ten-meter-high stone wall. Halfway up, he looked left and right, making sure no soldiers had lucked upon him. Although he was moving quietly, trying to sneak into Government House – the headquarters of the Fijian dictator – was dicey.

      But he had a date with the General.

      He was glad that things in the Pacific were a little more relaxed than in America. Back home, any equivalent facility would have cameras and sensors, razor wire and armed sentries. Here, it was just a high wall and some threatening signs. The government seemed content to show its power in other ways, like the hundreds of troops on the streets.

      It made breaking in a little easier.

      Satisfied he hadn’t been spotted, Herron reached the top of the wall and perched on it. He could see a couple of sentries on the gate and a few more on patrol inside the grounds. The buildings at the center of the compound were well lit, but the lawn skirting the inside perimeter was shrouded in darkness.

      Perfect.

      Herron jumped off the wall and landed on the grass, crouching to soften the landing. Standing upright, he drew his pistol. He was far less prepared than he’d liked to be, and had no idea where the General was, so he figured he’d start with the nicest building.

      Moving across the lawn like a shadow, he approached the main structure. It looked like it had been constructed recently, at odds with the rest of the colonial-era buildings.

      Herron focused his attention on a side window. One other advantage of undertaking a mission in Fiji was the heat. While secure military buildings in other places might be buttoned up tight, this one had several windows open to catch the cooler evening breeze. He stuck his head inside, looked around, and confirmed the coast was clear before climbing in.

      He moved through a dark, empty cubicle farm, the men and women who worked there gone home for the night. Keeping low, he stopped near the doorway.

      Footsteps.

      Herron peeked into the hallway and saw a woman in civilian clothes walking away from him. He slipped out of the room and followed her, ready to pounce if she became aware of his presence. Instead, she slipped into another room. He followed her inside, closed the distance to her and clamped his hand over her mouth.

      “Mmmm!” She was panicking, tensing and inhaling sharply through flared nostrils. He pressed the barrel of the pistol hard against her back. “Stay calm and you’ll live.”

      She gathered herself together and nodded vigorously.

      Herron eased the pressure on the pistol just a little, to show that her cooperation would be rewarded. “I’m going to remove my hand from your mouth. Don’t scream.”

      She nodded again.

      Herron slowly lowered his grip to her neck, to keep her in control. “Where’s the General?”

      “His office is at the top of the stairs.” Her voice was wavering with fear and her body was stiff. “Please, don’t hurt me.”

      “I’m not here to hurt you. I’m here for the General.”

      Her body relaxed at his words. “Good.”

      Clearly, she was no fan of the dictator.

      “I need to tie you up while I take care of business,” he told her. “Someone will be along to free you soon, though.”

      After another nod, he gestured for her to sit in an office chair. He’d brought no restraints, so he improvised, pulling an extension cord from the wall and using it to bind her waist to the back of the chair. She’d be able to get out of it, but it should buy him enough time to take care of business with the General.

      When he was finished with the makeshift bonds, Herron looked down at her. “Stay here, stay quiet and nobody else will be harmed.”

      He backtracked up the hall, found the stairs and went up them two at a time. Now on the second floor, he walked through the open door to the General’s office, where he found the Fijian military leader standing at his window and staring out into the night.

      Herron cleared his throat and smiled when the General flinched and turned, his eyes widening when he realized he wasn’t alone. “You and I have some matters to discuss.”

      To his credit, the General regained his composure within a second, a neutral expression on his face as he sized up Herron. “How many of my men are dead?”

      “None.” Herron kicked the door closed with his heel then stepped closer to the General. “You’re playing a dangerous game with me.”

      The General didn’t respond right away. He was an old man, with greying hair and carrying a little too much weight, but he exuded confidence. “I’m used to playing dangerous games, Mr Sochi. I started about a decade ago, when I led a movement that overthrew a monster. A movement that was almost stillborn because of you.”

      Herron said nothing.

      “Oh yes, I know all about your little mission to kill me all the way back then. I ran the market then, just like I do now. A hundred pairs of eyes noticed you then, just as they did now. This is a small community. I see everything and, while I don’t know your real name, I know you’re on the Interpol and FBI watch lists.”

      Herron fumed silently. A year of successfully hiding in plain sight and all his efforts to stay out of the deadly game would be wasted because of this old man.

      “Now where once I overthrew, others are seeking to overthrow me,” the General said. “They accuse me of things I haven’t done, align themselves with criminals and anarchists. They commit terrorist attacks on my government and my people. So, Mr Sochi, you’re about to join my dangerous game.”

      Fury rose in Herron’s gut. He closed the distance between them, gripped the General by the throat and slammed him into the wall, driving the breath from the Fijian leader. He jammed his pistol up under the General’s chin and all of the leader’s mirth disappeared immediately. It did for most men who were the pull of a trigger away from death.

      Herron let the gravity of the situation sink in, then he tried one more time. “I have no interest in you or your fight. You should let me leave and forget I was ever here.”

      The General shrugged. “Shoot me. Even if you evade my men and get back to your boat, you’re finished. Your face will be all over the news within hours, the name of your boat on coastguard lists the world over. Nowhere will be safe for you. There’s only one way we both get what we want.”

      Herron’s eyes blazed with anger as the words sank in. Once, he’d have maimed and destroyed all he needed to persevere, but now he was alone in the world, with dwindling resources and nowhere to turn. He was vulnerable and isolated. He exhaled slowly, released the pressure on the General’s throat just a little, but left the gun right where it was.

      “That’s better.” The General coughed and drew in a deep breath. “I don’t need much from you, just a little clean-up. If you take care of it for me, you can leave with my blessing.”

      Herron remained silent. Waiting.

      “Despite our efforts to improve the economy and living standards, my administration has been plagued by indiscriminate violence and turmoil orchestrated by a small group of malcontents.” The General shrugged. “When my forces respond, the rebels melt away to another part of the island, until they’re ready to strike again.”

      “So you need some hired help?”

      “Unfortunately, my military isn’t vast. Securing the city under martial law, dealing with the Movement in Suva and making sure other parts of the island are protected from the rebels has stretched my resources. I only have reserve forces left available to me and they’re not experienced enough to get this job done. If you help me, I won’t expose you and you can leave Fiji.”

      Herron knew the General had him in check.

      He nodded.
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      Gripping his rifle, Herron crept through the forest, careful to check where his foot would land before each step. The last thing he needed was to step on a branch, alerting his foes. His caution made for slow going, but he was in no hurry. While he didn’t know where his targets were located, they didn’t know he was coming either. He had all night if he needed it.

      After Herron had agreed to his terms, the General had explained that his men had tracked the Movement to the forest near Suva. Each time he’d deployed scouts to find the rebel camp, however, his men had disappeared without a trace. Whether they were dead or simply prisoners was immaterial to the General. All that mattered was they’d failed.

      Now the Fijian leader had hopes that one man could succeed where many troops hadn’t. He’d ordered Herron to find the camp, kill the leader of the Movement and then radio in the location of the camp. That was the price of freedom – the assassination of a terrorist who’d targeted civilians indiscriminately in his campaign to overthrow the nation’s leader. When the bill was paid, Herron could go.

      He’d been given a choice of weaponry and had settled for a scoped sniper rifle, his own silenced pistol, a machete, a knife and a mix of grenades. He’d also borrowed jungle camo, combat webbing to carry his gear and night-vision goggles. It wasn’t his usual operational loadout, but he had enough tools to get the job done.

      He’d been searching for hours, pushing deeper into the forest, yet he’d found no sign of any camps. He was starting to wonder if the General’s intelligence about the Movement’s location was right. Fiji wasn’t a large place, but there’d still be plenty of places for a determined resistance to hide – forests, mountains or even in their own homes.

      He continued for another quarter-hour, rifle at the ready and his senses on a razor’s edge. He’d been worried that his lack of action in recent months had dulled his edge, but now he was back in the field he felt primed.

      If he hadn’t been, he might’ve missed the glimmer of moonlight on metal.

      “You bastards.” Herron’s voice was a whisper as he pulled his foot back and planted it where it had been before.

      A steel wire had been stretched across the way ahead of him.

      Herron sharpened his senses, searching for an ambush but seeing nothing except the trees and hearing nothing but the soft rustle of the breeze in their leaves. Satisfied he was still alone, he turned his attention to the device.

      He inspected the wire first. It ran from a pile of leaves to the nearest tree and then from that tree across to the next one. Pegs with rings for the wire to run through had been driven into the trunks. A stumbling idiot – anyone other than Herron – would’ve tripped the wire and unleashed whatever nasty was beneath the leaves.

      Herron crouched down and gently felt around the mound of dirt and leaves, being very careful to avoid the wire. When he couldn’t feel anything obvious on the outskirts of the mound, he inspected more closely.

      Then he inhaled sharply, as he realized what the trap contained.

      Manufactured in America for use during the Vietnam War, M16 bounding anti-personnel mines were still in use decades later. He’d almost fallen victim to one himself in the jungles of Cambodia a few years ago, undertaking a mission on behalf of the Enclave. While he’d survived that encounter, he was still wary of the devices.

      After being triggered, the M16 was designed to leap a few feet into the air, pushed up by an initial high-explosive charge. Once at waist-height, a second charge went off, spreading deadly steel shards in a 360-degree arc. It was a malicious and indiscriminate weapon to deploy in a forest where children or other civilians could trigger it, but the Movement had done just that.

      Sure, The General was a tyrant, but this confirmed there was evil on both sides of the conflict in Fiji and now Herron was even more determined to end The Movement. He’d take his anger out on the rebel leader personally.

      He pulled out his knife and used it to carefully unearth the landmine. First, he scraped away the dirt and leaves, painstakingly revealing the trap. Once he’d cleared as much off the top as he could, he used the blade to dig a trench around the device, until it was sitting on its own in a shallow hole like a castle surrounded by a moat.

      Moving with the precision of a surgeon and the concentration of a high-stakes gambler, Herron went to work. He inserted a pin into the wire-strung trigger, removing its ability to detonate. Next, he dug into his vest and pulled out a set of pliers. He positioned the taut tripwire in between the blades of the pliers, held his breath and cut.

      Nothing happened.

      Herron got to his feet. After placing the pliers back into his combat vest and his knife back in its sheath, he picked up the mine. Even though he had the pin in the trigger and nothing would set it off, he didn’t want to leave the device in the middle of the forest. Instead, he tethered it to his combat vest.

      With the insidious trap rendered inert, Herron lifted his rifle and moved on. Now he had even more motivation to destroy the Movement’s leadership. He’d agreed to the General’s request to secure passage from Fiji, but the chance to wipe out scum who’d lay mines was an added bonus.

      He was going to enjoy this.
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        * * *

      

      “Fiji…” Herron spoke in a soft, mocking voice as he removed his night-vision goggles and wiped his soaked brow with his hand. “It’s a paradise…”

      He put the goggles back in place and pressed on. Hours after finding the landmine, he still hadn’t located the resistance camp and the flicker of hope he’d felt that he was close had been doused under inches of rain. He didn’t want to return to the General empty-handed, but he didn’t want to spend all night wandering the forest in a biblical storm, either.

      The weather had turned nasty at three in the morning, battering the island. Thunder was booming, lightning was flashing and rain was hammering down relentlessly. His visibility was shot, he couldn’t hear a thing and he was soaked through. It was the wildest storm Herron had ever seen and he was right in the middle of it.

      He stalked from tree to tree as rain fell relentlessly. If he didn’t find the Movement’s camp by dawn, he’d need to bug out. He was well-equipped and well-trained, so he had all the advantages during the night, but as soon as daylight struck the odds would shift drastically against him.

      Then, just as he was considering this, two men appeared.

      The rain had cooled the forest to the point where Herron’s night-vision goggles showed nothing else as a heat source, so the men were lit up like Las Vegas. They flared bright as the sun as they ambled through the forest toward him, no doubt soaked through and miserable. But they were both armed with rifles and had sided with an organization that had no problem recklessly planting landmines.

      That made them fair game.

      Herron pressed his back against a tree, close enough to be invisible in the current conditions. He placed the butt of his rifle on the ground, leaned the barrel against the tree and drew his knife. Hidden by the tree trunk, as still as a rock and as silent as the dead, he tracked the men until they passed him.

      Then he exploded with violence.

      Herron closed the distance to them in two powerful strides, grabbed the closest man’s hair and yanked back on it. As the rebel let out a yelp of surprise, Herron dug the knife into his back. In seconds, he stabbed the man six times; on the seventh, the blade stuck.

      He let go of the Fijian’s hair and his victim dropped, the knife still buried inside him.

      His first victim already forgotten, Herron shifted his focus to the second, who’d turned to face him. Before the man could get the weapon into a firing position, Herron grabbed its barrel then stepped closer and delivered a brutal headbutt. The guerilla cried out in pain and staggered back, releasing his grip on the rifle and allowing Herron to snatch it away.

      Herron took aim. “If you tell me where your camp is, I’ll let you walk out of here.”

      The injured man backed away, hand to his face, blood from his destroyed nose streaming between his fingers. “No!”

      He turned and ran, sloshing through mud in the darkness. But Herron had the advantage of night-vision, so he gave chase and tackled him to the ground. They struggled for a moment, until Herron grabbed the back of the Fijian’s skull in a vice-like grip and pushed his face into the mud.

      Herron’s muscles strained to hold the rebel’s face under the mud as he thrashed and struggled to breathe. He must’ve been in excruciating pain, his broken nose pressing into the ground. Herron hoped it’d give him an incentive to part with the information, because the guy he’d stabbed wouldn’t be talking any time soon.

      After holding the man under for 10 seconds, Herron lifted his head out of the mud and whispered in his ear. “Tell me where your camp is!”

      “Okay!” The Fijian sputtered, sucking in desperate, heaving breaths and spitting out the mud in his mouth. “I’ll tell you!”

      Herron released him, drew his pistol and pressed the barrel into the back of his skull. “Don’t fuck it up.”

      The man shook his head and then gestured with his chin. “We’re camped a mile in that direction. By a stream.”

      Herron considered for a moment, trying to figure out if the rebel was telling the truth. In his experience, men who thought they were at the end of their lives didn’t lie so much. He eased the pressure of the pistol barrel against the man’s head.

      “Normally I’d kill you now.” Herron reached into his combat vest for the zip ties he carried for this exact purpose. “Lucky for you, I’m just going to tie you up.”
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        * * *

      

      Having already scouted the perimeter for patrols and found nothing of note, Herron lay prone in the mud, with the Movement’s camp about 700 yards ahead of him. It was a sorry sight: just a few dozen tents, with double that number of people getting battered by the weather, as they huddled under canvas awnings.

      He suspected he was looking at the sum total of the Movement.

      Keeping his eyes on the camp, Herron lifted the cap on one end of his rifle scope and then the other, exposing the high-quality optics to the elements for the first time. Although the gun was wet, he’d managed to keep it out of the mud and it’d fire just fine.

      He looked down the sights and chambered a round, starting to search for his target. The rebels had enough lights and lanterns around the place he’d almost be better using his natural eyesight.

      As he scanned their faces and searched for his target, he got a good understanding of the Movement. This was a ragtag group of partisans who relied on terror and surprise in their campaign against the government. It was hard to believe that such a motley crew could cause carnage all across Fiji, but then again, similar tactics had been used to good effect for centuries.

      At last he saw the Movement’s leader, his primary target, carrying a rifle and looking exactly like the man in the photo the General had shown him. A former soldier, the soon-to-be-dead man was huddled under a makeshift shelter with several other people, an uninspiring leader of a makeshift army.

      Herron lined up the shot, the crosshairs from the rifle scope aligning perfectly with his target’s head. Even in perfect conditions, 700 yards was no easy shot. In this weather, it was even harder, but he was confident he could make the shot.

      As the thunder roared in the sky, Herron fired. The rifle kicked into his shoulder, the sound of the shot masked by the elements.

      His aim was true, his target dead before he hit the ground.

      The camp exploded with action. Some screamed, some ran away. Some picked up weapons, others threw them down, clearly thinking the Fijian Army had sharpshooters in the trees and that to resist would be to die. Amidst all the chaos, the authorities would have no trouble mopping up these men.

      Herron prepared to bug out, then froze in shock.

      A man sporting a tactical headset and carrying a submachine gun was emerging from one of the tents. The gun alone was out of place, a modern weapon amongst the relics carried by the resistance fighters, but the real concern was the headset.

      It meant the man had someone to talk to.

      It meant he had friends who could be brought to bear…

      Suddenly, everything Herron thought he’d known about the Movement had changed.

      The ragged resistance was backed up by something substantial, he was sure of that now.

      He used his GPS locator to determine his current coordinates and then radioed the General. He spoke in only a whisper and said nothing except the longitude and latitude, just enough to bring down the hammer on the Movement and their mysterious ally.

      Thirty minutes passed, the Movement sending patrols out into the night to look for the shooter. None of them came close to finding him. Meanwhile, the camp was being dismantled painfully slowly. The rebels had no vehicles, so whatever they took with them had to be carried on their backs.

      They had no hope of catching Herron or of departing before the General’s men arrived.

      Whereas Herron had approached the camp as silently as a spider, the Fijian Army unit sent to crush the Movement arrived as loud as an elephant. They approached from the south – the opposite direction Herron had come from – gunfire roaring in the forest as the resistance members who’d been packing up the camp gave up and joined the fight.

      Less than two minutes after the engagement started, his suspicions were proven correct. Over the occasional boom of thunder, the chatter of gunfire and the constant sound of rainfall, he could hear the thump-thump-thump of choppers on approach. He put his night-vision goggles back on and could immediately see the heat signature of two choppers in the sky.

      The rebel cavalry had arrived.

      Herron focused on the men who were rappelling out of the chopper, right on top of the camp. He counted sixteen of them; not an overwhelming force, but if the mercenaries were any good, they might be able to tip the balance against the Fijian Army.

      The General wasn’t only fighting a resistance, he was also pitted against a well-organized and well-equipped band of soldiers for hire. It further confirmed that the island was a powder keg and Herron didn’t want to be around when it exploded.

      He climbed up out of the mud, hefted his rifle and withdrew.

      Time to reclaim his freedom.
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      Herron climbed out of the Army jeep that’d carried him back to Suva and to the front gate of Government House – a more direct approach than his previous entry. The guards had clearly been expecting him, because once they’d taken away his weapons they’d escorted him straight to the General’s office.

      Herron approached the General’s desk. “The leader of the Movement is dead. I took his head clean off.”

      The General steepled his fingers and looked up. “And then you called my men into an ambush. My forces were picked apart by the Movement and their mercenary allies, who then escaped.”

      Herron shrugged. “You told me to take out the leader and radio the location of the camp. I did both. You didn’t tell me about their mysterious allies.”

      “That was on a need-to-know basis. The mercenaries are hired by a Chinese resource company intent on increasing its presence on Fiji. It—”

      Herron held up a hand. “I did what you asked. Now you’ll do as you promised.”

      The General sized Herron up as if he might refuse his request, then picked up his phone and made a call, rattling off a few words in Fijian before hanging up. “I’ve summoned a driver for you. He will take you to the Yacht Club and escort you aboard your vessel. Leave immediately and never return to Fiji. If you show up again or interfere in my business, that mistake will be fatal. Am I clear?”

      Herron nodded. “Okay.”

      “It was a pleasure doing business with you, Mr Sochi.” The General looked behind Herron as a door opened and a soldier stepped into the office. “Now get off my island.”

      Herron followed the soldier out, down the stairs to the ground level and through the front door. It was a relief to have his freedom back in sight, but still he kept alert. He wouldn’t relax until he was back on the boat and far out to sea. The General was far too devious to trust.

      When they reached the car, Herron climbed into the back seat and the driver set off in the direction of the Yacht Club. Through the window, he saw armored vehicles and troops on the streets, keeping the city in the General’s iron grip. It was a smart move. Now the Movement had been decapitated, whatever was left would be easily crushed – a perfect case study in consolidating power.

      Herron’s eyes narrowed as the car’s radio crackled, filling the vehicle with the grave, authoritative voice of a man speaking in Fijian. The driver’s frown as he listened to the message was clearly visible in the rear-view mirror. Whatever was happening, it was serious.

      Herron waited for the chatter to stop and then leaned forward in his seat. “What the hell is going on?”

      The driver snapped out of his serious mood, looking at Herron in the mirror and smiling. “Nothing that’ll prevent you from getting away from the island.”

      His assurance didn’t fill Herron with confidence.

      Sensing Herron’s skepticism, the driver continued. “The families of members of the Movement are being rounded up and sent to Suva Prison.”

      Herron knew the place: it had been under construction when he’d first been on the island, used to house the dissidents and annoyances the General wanted out of the way. He doubted anything good happened inside.

      He sat back in his seat and retreated into his own mind. There was so much evil in Fiji he felt like he was drowning in it. But while good sense was telling him to stay out of it and get the hell off the island, his conscience nagged at him. The members of the Movement knew the risks and had chosen their fate, but their families shouldn’t be made to suffer for those choices.

      Could Herron really turn his back on them?

      The driver kept his eyes on the road, oblivious to Herron’s dilemma. Similar men were now ferrying innocent people to prison, and the thought made Herron’s blood boil. When at last the vehicle pulled to a stop outside the Yacht Club, Herron sat, frozen by indecision. The driver turned in his seat, a look of confusion on his face.

      Then Herron delivered a brutal right hook that knocked the man out cold.

      He climbed out of the car, opened the driver’s door, heaved the stunned man out of the car and then dragged him to the back of the car. He popped the trunk, put the soldier inside and then slammed the lid closed.

      Looking around, Herron smiled. Nobody had seen him.

      He jumped into the driver’s seat and quickly drove away from the Yacht Club. He guessed he had very little time to stop the transportation of the families to the prison – how long did it take to round up some supposed dissidents? Normally, he’d prepare an operation for days or weeks, then execute it flawlessly, but without all the information he needed and with little idea of the time frame, he was going to have to improvise.

      Taking a left, he headed onto the main road that cut through Suva, navigating towards the supermax and the one road he could be sure a prison transport would take.

      He was on the hunt.
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        * * *

      

      He caught up with the Army truck eight minutes later on the outskirts of the capital, closer to the prison than he’d have preferred. He hit the gas and slowly inched closer, waiting for his chance. He’d have to play it cool because the soldiers in the truck would be alert for an attack by the Movement.

      Glancing into the opposite lane, he saw only one car traveling towards him. As soon as it passed and the road was clear, he took his shot. Foot to the floor, he darted out and overtook the truck at high speed. Now in front, he merged into the truck’s lane again and tapped the brakes, gradually slowing and forcing the transport to do likewise.

      Deftly, he steered the car to foil any effort by the truck driver to overtake him and finally both vehicles came to a stop.

      Herron unbuckled his seatbelt, opened the door and climbed out. The soldier he’d locked in the trunk was pounding and shouting to be let free, but Herron ignored him. He flashed a look of anger at the driver of the truck and held his hands wide, the universal gesture for ‘What the hell are you doing?’

      The driver and the soldier riding shotgun glanced at each other, clearly unsure how to handle the situation. After a few seconds of conversation, the man in the passenger seat popped his door open and climbed down. He had a scowl on his face and a pistol on his hip.

      Perfect.

      The guard barked something at Herron, who ignored him and walked forward, palms facing out, indicating he didn’t want any trouble.

      Seeing this Westerner wasn’t about to halt as instructed, the guard moved to draw his weapon. Herron took the last step needed to get within reach then grabbed the man’s wrist, breaking it and forcing the pistol out of his hand. Using all his strength, he pulled on the arm and the guard overbalanced, falling towards him.

      Herron kneed him in the face then released him, letting him drop.

      He picked up the pistol and aimed it at the driver, who hadn’t managed to draw his own weapon. The Fijian was smart. He put his hands on top of the steering wheel.

      Herron gestured with his head for the driver to exit the vehicle. As soon as the Fijian soldier had climbed down from the truck, Herron pistol whipped him and he, too, dropped to the ground.

      After looking in both directions to make sure no cars were coming, he went to the back of the truck and climbed up to see inside. A few dozen people stared back at him. Most looked frightened and confused, yet a few had a twinkle of curiosity in their eyes.

      “You’re all safe.” Herron said with a smile. “The soldiers are out cold and you’ve got a few minutes to get out of here.”

      None of them moved.

      “What the hell is wrong with you all?” Herron frowned. “These soldiers were taking you to Suva Prison. If you end up there, you’re never getting out!”

      After a few more seconds of silence, a woman spoke up. “Who’re you? Why are you helping us to escape?”

      “I’m the best chance you’ve got.” Herron glanced at a few of the other prisoners. “Better than being in that hellhole.”

      “You’re right about that,” the woman said. “Dozens of people have died in that prison.”

      “I’m trying to spare you all that same fate, but we don’t have much time. Can you drive?”

      “I can.”

      

      He climbed down and opened the rear of the truck, holding out a hand for the woman. She took it, and climbed down to the ground, then headed for the front of the truck. Herron closed the back compartment again, trusting the woman to get her charges to a safe place. Fiji was small, but there were still plenty of places to hide if they were smart.

      “You have my thanks.” The woman settled in behind the wheel. “I wish you’d been there to help my husband the way you’ve have helped us.”

      “He’s locked up in there too?”

      She nodded. “Alexander Pillay. Perhaps you’ve heard of him?”

      Herron looked at her, his face blank.

      “He was well-known here for a time. A colonel in Army, before he joined the resistance and was imprisoned. If he’d known the General would come for us too…”

      Her voice tailed off, tears welling in her eyes. Herron stepped back from the cab, said nothing. He’d given these people a chance. Now all he wanted to do was get the hell away from Fiji.

      At last, the woman started the truck and got it moving. He watched as it disappeared into the distance then walked over to the soldiers he’d knocked out. They’d have sore heads for a week. He dug through their pockets and took their cellphones, throwing both as far as he could away from the road, one after the other. Then he returned to the car he’d been driving and ripped the radio receiver out of the dashboard.

      He could’ve driven the car back to the Yacht Club, but it was possible the truck driver had reported its number when it had forced them to stop in the middle of the road. If so, the authorities would spot him as soon as he entered Suva. Instead, he started off down the road in the direction of the prison, hoping to hail a ride and get back to the city.

      He had done as much good on the island as he could. Now it really was time to go.
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      Herron plastered a dumb-looking smile on his face and then waved at the beaten-up sedan that was approaching him at a speed well below the limit. Despite its glacial progress, the vehicle was his best chance to get back to Suva and off Fiji before the alert was raised and prevented his escape.

      The driver stopped the car and wound down the window. “You break down?”

      “Something like that.” Herron figured it was best to omit the details. “Could I grab a ride?”

      “Sure.”

      Herron felt a pang of relief as he got in and closed the door. “Thanks.”

      As they slowly chewed up the miles back to the city, they made small talk, the driver saying he lived in Suva, worked at the prison and liked both. Gradually the natural landscape outside the car gave way to urban development – small homes, the occasional business, better-quality roads and other public infrastructure – and Herron allowed himself to relax a little. In 15 minutes, he’d be on his boat and preparing to leave Fiji.

      The driver’s cellphone rang. He sighed and looked at Herron. “It’s my boss.”

      Herron shrugged. "Do what you need to do.”

      The driver smiled and answered the phone.

      Herron only caught one side of the conversation. It was enough.

      “Yes, sir, I’m nearly home…No, I didn’t see a truck…”

      He turned to look at Herron.

      The game was up.

      The driver continued to listen to his boss, but by now he wasn’t really paying attention. He was clearly computing what he should do about the stranger in his car, a man he’d clearly been told was dangerous, who’d probably just intercepted an army truck, taken out its guards, and freed its prisoners.

      It was the ultimate test of duty versus self-preservation.

      He hung up the phone, said nothing.

      “Keep your eyes on the road.” Herron tried to keep his voice calm. He didn’t want to hurt the driver, a working stiff who’d just been hit with a bit of bad luck. “There’s no need to be a hero.”

      The driver clenched the wheel tighter. “If my boss finds out you were in my car and I didn’t try to take you in, I’ll lose my job.”

      “Get a new one.”

      “Where?” The man shrugged, like his question had the most obvious answer in the world. “There’s nothing left on Fiji that belongs to Fijians. The only jobs are with the government, the army, or the American or Chinese-owned companies. I’m too old for the army and the government, and I won’t work for the foreigners who’re destroying the island.”

      Herron sighed as the driver’s eyes flicked down to the footwell. When he’d destroyed the Enclave, he’d sworn he wouldn’t harm any more civilians. Now he mightn’t have a choice.

      “Don’t.” Herron spoke softly. “Please.”

      But the driver ignored him, reaching into the footwell to grab a pistol.

      Herron snapped into action, gripping the wheel to keep it steady while using his other hand to punch the inside of the driver’s elbow. The man cried out and released the wheel, letting Herron secure it.

      That only left the pistol.

      Herron clubbed the driver’s collarbone and the man grunted in pain. He’d struggle to use the pistol now, so Herron took hold of it, keeping it aimed at the floor. After checking to see the safety was on, he wrenched the gun from its owner.

      “Give it up.” Herron tossed the weapon into his own footwell. He didn’t want any more violence. “It’s over.”

      “Yes, it is.” The driver’s voice was melancholy. “If I fail to take you in, the General will have me flayed alive…”

      He floored the gas pedal and the sedan shot forward.

      Before Herron could reach out to kill the ignition or pull on the handbrake, the car hit a pothole, jerking the steering wheel in his hand. The driver added to his troubles, pulling the wheel to the right and forcing Herron to struggle to stay on the road.

      He failed.

      With no safety barrier to stop it, the vehicle rumbled over rough terrain, heading straight for a tree. When the impact came, Herron was thrown forward. His head slammed into the dashboard. He grunted in pain.

      A second later, it was over.

      Gradually Herron came to his senses. The driver had hit his head on the steering wheel and was out cold. Herron reached out to feel for a pulse. It took a moment, but he found one. The driver would live.

      He fumbled for the buckle release of his seatbelt and then opened the door of the battered vehicle. He climbed out and staggered away from the car, but only made it a few steps before he registered the field they’d bumped across.

      The ground was uneven, explaining the rough ride, and had the look of a building site to it – as if it had been excavated for construction, then forgotten about. Trash was scattered on the surface, and where the tires of the car had churned up the dirt, glimpses of white rocks could be seen in the soil

      Still dazed and struggling to focus, Herron was right on top of the rocks before he realized what he was really seeing.

      Bones.

      He was standing on a mass grave.
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      Blood trickled from a cut in his head and he was sore from the car crash, but Herron was alive. As he’d walked back to the outskirts of Suva, he’d given up on the idea of sailing away. He now had a new reason for sticking around. What had started out as saving a few civilians was now a rescue mission for an entire country.

      That the General could murder so many people and then bury them in a field beside a highway was outrageous. Although he’d left the mass grave undisturbed, Herron had seen enough to be sure that he was in the middle of an island that was tearing itself apart, sinking deeper into the mire of turmoil. Innocent people were dying and desperate, betrayed by those who were supposed to lead. The General ground all opposition into dust at any sign of a threat and that instinct had cost his people dearly.

      Now it’d cost the General.

      As he got closer to town, he could see further signs of the General’s crackdown. More troops and vehicles were on the streets, more prison trucks were being filled, and several buildings were on fire. Decimating the Movement had done nothing to stop the chaos and Fiji was quickly going to hell, no matter how hard the General tried to contain the situation.

      There was only one person on the island Herron could trust, so he made his way to the man’s house. Eventually, he arrived and knocked on the door. While he waited for an answer, he considered the likelihood that the occupant would help him. Ten years ago, the man had said he would be Herron’s friend for life – would that extend to sheltering a wanted fugitive?

      After a few moments, Herron heard deadbolts unlocking and a chain sliding back. The door opened and revealed the father of the girl Herron had saved from a pedophile so many years before. The man’s mood was warm in an instant and he greeted Herron with a wide smile, despite not having seen him in a decade.

      “My friend!” Jone Nath sported a wide grin. “You’ve returned!”

      “I’m sorry to bother you, Jone,” Herron replied. “I really need your help.”

      “Hurry!” Nath gestured for Herron to enter the house. “If the troops see you there’ll be trouble.”

      Herron stepped inside and his benefactor closed the door and locked it again. As they made their way through to the kitchen, Herron saw it was a cozy place, filled with the usual detritus of a settled and happy family. Herron felt a pang of guilt about asking these people for help, knowing it’d expose them to danger.

      Nath gestured at his wife, who was standing near the sink. “This is Veena.”

      It suddenly dawned on him that he’d never even introduced himself to this family he was hoping would help him. “My name is Mitch Herron. Thank you both for welcoming me into your home.”

      The woman sized him up, clearly determining whether he was a threat to her family, then the penny dropped. “You’re the one who saved my girl?”

      Herron nodded and instantly the mood in the room grew irresistibly warm. Veena ushered him to a chair at the dining table and then began to cook. For Herron, the chance to sit and rest was welcome, but the prospect of home cooking was the rarest treasure.

      As Veena prepared the meal, Herron made conversation. “Are you safe with everything going on out there?”

      “Safe enough. I work in finance for the Ministry of Industry. It’s an important job, so they mostly leave me alone, but Veena is often too scared to leave the house. Lynda, my daughter, is at the university studying to be a doctor, but all this has interrupted her work.” He looked at Herron, then at his wife, then back to Herron. When he spoke, he chose his words carefully. “The General has done much harm.”

      Herron considered the statement to be a box ticked. “And the Movement? Do they stand a chance of overthrowing him and bringing in something better?”

      “No.” Nath shrugged. “This is the latest attempt by rabble rousers to install new leadership. It’ll fail, just like the others. The General is an expert at crushing his enemies and putting fear into the populace.”

      Herron nodded. The General had become top dog by resisting and then beating the former top dog, who’d been in power for twenty years. It was unsurprising no individual or group had been strong enough to topple him, especially since modern technology made it easier than ever to surveil resistance and destroy it when it became a problem.

      Luckily, men like Herron could still be effective, even against modern technology.

      Herron looked at Nath. “I want to remove the General from power and make the streets safe for your family.”

      Nath shook his head. “That’s a lofty ambition, my friend. But unfortunately, the General isn’t the whole story…”

      The General and his regime hadn’t always been so bad, Nath told him. They’d been a little overbearing, but the people had largely been left alone. There’d been jobs – mostly in tourism and industries backed by American multinationals – and life had been good. There hadn’t been enough tension to warrant a challenge to the status quo.

      Then the gas had been discovered and foreign-owned companies had arrived on the island.

      As the Chinese company had asserted themselves, they’d started to butt heads with American interests the government had aligned with. The General and his administration had been ill-equipped to handle the conflict and a few months ago he’d attempted to expel the Chinese. At about the same time, the trouble with the Movement had started and now the General had declared martial law.

      Herron frowned as Nath finished his story, the situation now clearer in his mind. “So, one company is propping up the General and another is propping up the Movement?”

      “Yes. And both sides will do anything to win. There’s a lot of money at stake since they found the gas. Stopping one side or the other won’t be enough to bring change.”

      Herron nodded. It was a scenario as old as time, resource wars fought by proxy. “Then they all need to go. I need information about the companies – what they own and who their key people are…”

      “I work for the bureaucracy. That’ll be simple. But first, you can eat something and meet the girl you saved so many years ago.”
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      As automatic gunfire sounded far in the distance, Herron looked at Lynda and was surprised to see she didn’t react at all. It seemed, like most Fijians, she’d become used to the daily violence and carnage.

      “We should head inside,” he said, and gestured in the direction of the back door. “It’s not safe for you to be outside.”

      “It’s not safe anywhere. I won’t be a prisoner in my home.” She wrinkled her nose. “The General’s thugs get you, the Movement’s thugs get you – it’s all the same.”

      “I hope to change that.” He found it troubling such a young woman – in her early twenties and at the start of her life – should be so weary with the world. It strengthened his resolve to fix the problem.

      “Doesn’t matter. I’m getting away from Fiji as soon as I’ve saved up enough money. I want to go to America or Europe to practice medicine.”

      Getting away seemed to be her thing. Soon after meeting Herron in the family kitchen, she’d asked him to accompany her into the back yard. With the blessing of her parents, he’d agreed, and when they’d finished their meal they’d headed outside. It had been clear she’d wanted to get something off her chest.

      When he didn’t respond immediately, she continued. “I remember what happened, you know.”

      “When?”

      “When you stopped that creep from raping me. I didn’t even know your name, but I’ve never forgotten you. I actually think about you a lot.”

      Herron’s instincts flared and he leaned back, even as she closed her eyes and leaned in to kiss him. When she realized he was no longer there, she opened her eyes and stared at him. Then, her face clouded over with confusion.

      He sighed and followed. “That can’t happen, Lynda.”

      She didn’t respond.

      “You’re barely twenty years old.”

      She flared. “Yes! I am! And that’s old enough to choose!”

      “Sure, but I can choose not to.”

      She looked at him for a long time, seemingly waiting for him to change his mind. She wasn’t used to not getting her way. He could understand why. She was a good-looking and almost six-feet tall, but the intensity of her eyes was where it all started and ended, a vortex that pulled you in and wouldn’t let you go.

      She’d make someone very happy one day.

      She deserved to be happy too.

      It was Herron that broke the silence. “Forget about me, finish university, get a cool job, find a lover.”

      Her features lightened a little. Although she was still clearly hurt and unhappy, she leaned in to kiss him on the cheek. He didn’t back away this time, recognizing that the mood and her intent had changed into something he found acceptable.

      He changed the topic, trying to move on from her strange infatuation with him. “So you’re studying to be a doctor?”

      “Not yet.” She rolled her eyes. “My father exaggerates, but when I finish my undergraduate degree, I want to study medicine in America. Or Europe. I have the grades to do it, but not the money.”

      Herron let the statement lie, although a plan was forming in his head. Once he’d rid the island of its tyrannical leadership and the companies that contributed to the problem, he’d return and see if he could take care of Lynda and her family. It seemed the least he could do for Nath’s family after they’d sheltered him and it’d help give their daughter the start she deserved.

      His train of thought was derailed by an explosion off in the distance. They looked at each other, then towards the sound, and a few seconds later greasy brown smoke rose into the sky. Somewhere, a building was on fire.

      “I need to talk to your father.” Herron stood from the chair he was sitting in. “We’ll speak again.”

      “I hope so.” She smiled, but made no move to rise herself. “Good luck.”

      Herron nodded and walked back inside the house, finding Nath in the kitchen. “What happened?”

      “It was the Council of Chiefs complex.” He spoke the words solemnly, as if something of great value had been destroyed. “The Government is already broadcasting a name they say is responsible.”

      Herron snorted. “Let me guess…”

      “They’re claiming you’re responsible.” Nath finished Herron’s thought for him. “You need to come inside. If they find you on the street, they’ll shoot first and ask questions later.”

      Herron nodded. The remnants of the Movement or its mercenary allies had attacked Suva again. They were probably trying to punish the General for his crackdown, but Herron knew it’d only mean to more misery for the citizens of Suva. Caught between two warring sides, they were taking the worst of the violence.

      And now the General was taking the opportunity to blame him for it.

      “You’re welcome to stay for as long as you need to,” Veena said. “Or return as often as you like.”

      “No. I need to get out of here. I’m going to take care of the General, the Movement and the warring companies.” He drew the pistol he’d taken from the prison guard’s car and held it out for them. “In the meantime, this will keep you safe.”

      Nath looked at the weapon, but he made no move to take it. “We’ve never owned a gun and don’t plan to now.”

      Herron shifted his gaze to Veena. Without saying a word, she dried her hands and took the pistol. He spent a minute talking her through how to use it, then she stashed the weapon at the top of the tallest kitchen cupboard.

      “Thank you.” She cast a glance at her husband that dared him to object. It was clear she was the leader of the house.

      “Now.” Herron turned to Nath. “Where’s this Chinese gas company operate from?”

      “They have an office in Suva and their extraction facility in Nadi,” Nath said. “I looked into it while you were out walking.”

      “I’ll go to Nadi,” Herron said. “Less heat on me there.”

      Nath paused, glanced at his wife, then looked back at Herron. “Take our car. It’s reliable and will get you there without any trouble.”

      Herron shook his head. “I can’t do that. I—”

      “I won’t have it any other way.” Nath held up a hand. “Saving our girl was worth a lifetime of cars. Dealing with the General and the Movement would be worth a second lifetime.”

      Herron was ready to argue, but the looks on their faces sealed the deal. They’d already given him so much – food, rest, information – and now they wanted to give him more. They wanted this to be their contribution to righting the wrongs on Fiji.

      “All right. Thank you.”

      Sometime later, after Nath had talked Herron through his findings about both the US and Chinese companies, the whole family accompanied Herron outside. The chaos of wailing sirens, speeding emergency vehicles and panicked cries had subsided a little. Nath showed him to the car and Herron climbed inside, winding the window down to say his goodbyes. Then, finally, he hit the road.

      It was time to get back to business.
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      Herron sighed as he climbed out of the car and stretched his legs. It had been a four-hour drive from Suva to Nadi and he’d stuck to the Queens Road the entire way, which hugged the coast on the south side of the island and offered some of the best scenery anywhere in the world. He hadn’t stopped to enjoy the views, though. He had work to do.

      The main street of Nadi was bustling with a different sort of activity to the capital – tourists enjoying their downtime and locals going about their day. Overall, it seemed a little less chaotic than Suva. He regretted that he was about to unleash a wave of destruction, shattering the peace, but it had to happen to end the civil war. Because it was here that the China National Offshore Gas Corporation had the bulk of its operations.

      He’d rehearsed the plan in his head during the long drive. Reaching into the car, he grabbed a bag of stuff he’d purchased from a roadside shack that sold all manner of tourist-trap trinkets. He pulled out a baseball cap and put it on his head, then tied a dishcloth around his neck and pulled it up over his face. Both items were printed with ‘I love Fiji’.

      It wasn’t a masterful disguise, but it’d do the job.

      He crossed the street and headed for the ANZ Bank branch. There was a guard outside and he made a beeline toward him. The security man didn’t even look up from his cellphone until Herron was almost on top of him. Then, panicking as he saw the masked man approaching, he reached for his pistol.

      Herron punted him in the balls before he could draw it.

      The guard crumpled to the ground. Herron took his pistol, walked straight into the bank, and fired a shot into the air. Chaos erupted. Some people froze and some people screamed, but all of them quickly realized who was in charge.

      “Get on the ground and you’ll live!” As others complied, he aimed the pistol at a teller. “Not you.”

      “Please don’t hurt me!” The woman was frozen in place. “You need—”

      “I need money!” Herron stepped closer to the counter and aimed the pistol at the shocked woman’s head. “Now!”

      As she lowered a trembling hand towards the till and out of sight, he knew exactly what she was planning to do. A second later, security screens shot up from the counters, separating the public floor from the teller area. Stealing the bank’s cash would be very difficult now.

      “Damn it!” He fired a few more shots into the ceiling. “Nobody move for the next 10 minutes!”

      He fled back to his car and burned rubber away from the bank, pushing the vehicle to its limits. Somewhere between Suva and Nadi, he’d removed the license plates, because he didn’t want Nath and his family to get in trouble. But he still had to evade the cops for his plan to work.

      Pedestrians stared at the car as it blazed past them. Within a minute, he turned down a side road and then doubled back, heading in the direction of the bank he’d just robbed. Soon, he pulled into a parking lot, removed the cap and dishcloth, and changed his shirt. Then he left the car and walked back to the main street.

      Herron relaxed as he walked. The cops would be swarming on the bank, looking for a guy in a car wearing an ‘I love Fiji’ disguise. They certainly wouldn’t expect their suspect to return to the scene of the crime. Now Herron was just one American among dozens in the area and he’d be long gone before the cops figured out who they were after.

      Police sirens wailed, blue lights flashing in the distance. Herron smiled. He’d counted on this response. He’d never intended to take a dime from the bank, he’d just needed the attempted robbery to act as a lightning rod, drawing police manpower away from his true target.

      He had more valuable treasure than money in mind and now the cops had left it unguarded.

      He strolled along the main street, took a left and headed for the Nadi Police Station. He entered the station and made his way to the front reception. A cop was behind the counter, listening intently to his police radio. The bank job was probably the most exciting thing to happen in Nadi for a decade and this guy was probably upset to be missing it.

      Herron cleared his throat and pressed on the little bell on the counter. “I need a moment of your time.”

      “What is it, sir?” The cop’s voice had an edge.

      Herron guffawed, deliberately hamming it up to cheese off the officer. “I want to report a stolen beach rug.”

      “A…what?” The cop frowned and stood, staring at Herron as if he couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “Sir, the bank was just robbed...”

      “You won’t help me?” Herron leaned against the counter and got in the cop’s face. “What kind of service is that for a visitor to your country?”

      “Sir, you need to back off. I—”

      Herron drew the pistol he’d stolen from the security guard and aimed it at him. “Be cool.”

      The cop’s eyes widened. “I—”

      “Hand over your weapon.”

      “Okay.” The officer reached down, took the pistol from its holster and placed it on the counter.

      Herron picked it up. “Now show me where the arms locker is.”

      The man nodded and Herron followed him through the station. They reached an area not accessible by the public, a mix of offices and storage rooms. Against the wall at the end of the corridor was a six-foot-tall steel cabinet with a keypad lock.

      “This is it,” the officer said. “Please reconsider. I—”

      “Open it.”

      Herron kept a close eye on the cop as he punched numbers into the digital keypad. This was the moment of truth. If the he entered the code correctly, Herron would have all the guns he needed. If he didn’t, all this effort would be for naught.

      The light on the keypad switched from red to green.

      Herron smiled. “Now you’re going to walk me to the cells.”

      Nervously, the cop did as he was told, and Herron nudged him inside one of the cages, locking the door behind him. The cop had been cooperative and Herron was glad the only consequence for him would be a little professional humiliation.

      He returned to the unlocked cabinet, opened the door and grinned.

      He’d found the motherlode.

      Taking his time, he inspected the contents of the cabinet. Inside were pistols, shotguns and submachine guns – plenty of options for up-close-and-personal work. More intriguing were the long guns: scoped rifles for use by trained snipers. Herron was surprised to find those inside a regular police station.

      It seemed Fijian cops liked to be prepared for anything.

      Herron assembled his arsenal: a couple of pistols and a silenced submachine gun, a scoped rifle, and some flashbang and tear gas grenades. A quick search turned up a cop’s gym bag; Herron emptied out its contents, and stuffed everything except the rifle inside.

      The most dangerous man in Fiji now had the most firepower, too.
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      Herron took a pull of his beer and kept his eyes down, not wanting to attract casual interest or conversation from the hotel barman or the other guests. It was a nice place, with a bar running the length of the room and a mix of tables and sofas covering the rest of the floor. Hanging out there made a nice change of pace from fighting on the streets and being on the run. It was also the key to furthering his plan.

      Since acquiring his supply of weapons, Herron had spent some time online, adding to the research Nath had done for him in Suva. It left him with one iron-clad conclusion: the largest US natural gas company and its Chinese state-owned competitor had a history of turf wars. Both corporations bribed and coerced politicians, ignored laws and regulations, and aggressively protected their interests.

      Ending the civil war wasn’t a matter of threatening one person, or bringing another to justice, or even taking out a couple of troublemakers. Stopping the madness would require stripping the country’s politics and economy back to their foundations, because Fiji was caught between immensely powerful interests.

      Interests that weren’t used to losing.

      To get the General out, he’d have to get them out, and China National were first on his list. He had the proof he needed to convince himself that was the right course of action and an arsenal of weapons with which to finish the job, but he didn’t yet know how to do that. The key to finding out was a meeting with the head of the Chinese company’s local operation, a Ms Yang.

      Nath had told him that although Ms Yang lived in Fiji now, she’d chosen to live in this hotel rather than a house of her own. Herron guessed she’d almost certainly appear in the hotel bar at some point, and he was sure happy to wait. His former careers in the military and as a contract killer had taught him patience. There were times he’d spent days in the mud, looking down a scope and waiting for a target, eating and pissing in the same spot, until he got the shot

      A warm, comfortable bar was nothing in comparison.

      It was only another hour before Ms Yang walked in. A tall woman, she cut an impressive figure, wearing a navy pantsuit with a cream-colored silk blouse, and walking on pumps that probably cost more than Herron’s yacht. While she’d doubtless been at work all day, she looked as fresh as morning.

      He watched as she took a seat at the bar. She ordered and the barman quickly delivered her red wine and the check. She signed for the drink, took a sip and looked around, her eyes sliding over Herron without stopping. She was clearly looking for someone in particular.

      An immense hatred coursed through him at the thought of the woman responsible for the Movement and their mercenary allies relaxing with a glass of merlot, oblivious to the blood on her hands. He had just as much ill-feeling for the General and the American company that propped him up, but he’d compartmentalized that for another day.

      For now, all his attention was on Ms Yang.

      She sat alone for a while, drinking and checking her cellphone, then a Fijian man entered and headed straight for her. Herron’s eyes narrowed as the man took the seat beside her, reached into his pocket for a folded piece of paper and placed it on the bar. This done, he departed, and Ms Yang put the paper in her purse.

      Herron almost laughed. It was the most amateur exchange he’d ever seen. And now he wanted to know what the man had given her.

      He waited until Ms Yang stood up to leave, then drained his beer and gave the bartender the universal gesture for ‘pour me another’ – a half-clenched hand gripping an imaginary glass, tilted up and down a few times. The bartender complied, giving Herron the opening he needed.

      Herron put some money on the bar and took his beer, as he did so glancing down at the check Ms Yang had signed. Now he had her room number.

      It really was amateur hour.

      He returned to his seat, sipped on his beer for a few minutes, then slipped out of the bar. He hoped by now Ms Yang was settled in for the night, running a bath or getting ready for bed. She’d had a long day, after all.

      Arriving at her room, he knocked softly, the sort of knock an apologetic hotel staffer would make, embarrassed to be disturbing a guest. Footsteps shuffled on the other side of the door.

      “Who is it?” Yang sounded annoyed. “This had better be important.”

      “Sorry to disturb you, miss. I work in the hotel bar. The bill…”

      The door opened and an irritated Ms Yang peered out. “What do you—?”

      Herron stepped forward, slamming the door against her. She let out a cry of surprise, but he was already inside, closing the door behind him. He gripped her blouse firmly and pulled her deeper into the room, before throwing her down roughly on the sofa, drawing his pistol from the waistband of his shorts and aiming it at her.

      “You’re a very stupid man.” She smiled, her teeth flawless. She didn’t seem panicked at all by the situation. “You don’t know who you’re dealing with.”

      Herron pressed the pistol against her forehead. “Let me try my knowledge for size.”

      Despite the gun, her eyes twinkled in amusement. “Okay.”

      “Your government wants control of Fiji’s natural gas reserves, but you don’t like that the American competition has the General in their pocket. Good so far?”

      She nodded.

      “You decided to contest the situation by resourcing locals who want change. You supply the Movement with weapons and information. In return, when they take over, you get exclusive access.”

      Another nod.

      “Unfortunately, they proved to be insufficient, so you called in the cavalry – mercenaries. Now hundreds of Fijians have died and life on the island has become a misery for pretty much everyone.”

      “Not bad.” She raised an eyebrow. “Although I don’t know what this little display is meant to achieve. You’re up against two warring sides, supported by powerful companies, backed by two great powers. Breaking into my room and threatening me gets you nowhere. I’m a cog in a machine, simply doing my job. If not me, it’ll be someone else.”

      “You’re right.” Herron laughed. “This little display mightn’t achieve much, but blowing up your pumping station will…”

      She stared at him as if he was crazy. “That’s impossible. It’s one of the most well-guarded facilities on Fiji.”

      “Oh, you’d be surprised…” Herron shrugged. “All I need from you is an answer to one very simple question: How do I blow it up once I’m inside?”

      She blinked in apparent confusion, then shook her head. “I know nothing about how the facility actually works. I’m a party appointee. I barely ever even visit the pumping station…”

      Anger rose up inside Herron again. He believed her. She had no answers. Yang’s power derived from her position. She had no particular technical or business expertise that’d give him the answers he needed to plan his next move.

      With a sigh, he changed his plans on the fly. While he’d hoped she was an expert that would’ve given him the key to destroying the facility, it was clear she was just a mouthpiece. He’d have to figure out the facility himself. Thankfully, he was good at improvising.

      But first, there was the matter of his prisoner and her secret slip of paper.

      Keeping the gun trained on her, he considered ending her life. But if he rendered her organization’s position on Fiji untenable, then she’d be rendered inert anyway, forced to return to China to meet whatever punishment her angry masters decided to mete out.

      Adding another body to Fiji’s civil war would just bring more heat down upon him.

      His mind made up, he kept the gun trained on her, walked to her wardrobe and rifled the drawers. He found several pairs of pantyhose and forced her to tie her feet together. Then he bound her wrists and hogtied them to her ankles. Once he was finished, she was as helpless as a newborn.

      “I suggest you take a deep breath,” he said, and stuffed a cushion cover into her mouth.

      He’d spotted Ms Yang’s purse while searching her wardrobe and retrieved the piece of paper. He unfolded it and glanced at her. The look on her face told him all he needed to know. Although he’d had all the proof he needed before, now he had it in writing.

      “You motherfuckers.” He shot her a look of the darkest disdain. “You evil motherfuckers.”

      He was going to burn her corporation to the ground.
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      Herron whistled softly as he picked through the bag of firearms, choosing his tools for the job. He hung two of the submachine guns over his shoulder by their straps, stuck another pistol in the waistband of his shorts and hefted the rifle in his hands. He finished his loadout with ammo, two flashbangs and two tear gas grenades.

      Satisfied he had enough to eradicate the Chinese company’s presence on the island, he threw the bag containing the rest of his weapons into some bushes and then slammed the trunk of his stolen car. He could come back for the guns later, once his target was a smoldering ruin. He doubted he’d be able to do the same with the car.

      If all went to plan, its owner would have a compelling insurance claim.

      He took a second to glance up at the processing plant, a hundred yards ahead of him. It was a giant facility, easily the tallest and most impressive structure he’d seen on the island. Natural gas was pumped from it onto ships berthed alongside – they simply sucked up their fill of the liquid gold and then sailed off to deliver it to China.

      Not for long.

      The paper he’d extracted from Ms Yang’s purse had been a manifest for weapons for the Movement – hidden and shipped in on a tanker – and a payment and deployment schedule for the mercenaries her company had hired. Most recently, that deployment had included blowing up the Council of Tribal Chiefs complex.

      Elsewhere in her room, he’d found details of an aggressive expansion of their campaign, which would target dozens of civilian sites and likely result in hundreds of casualties. It was an escalation that Herron wouldn’t allow to happen. China National, the mercenaries and the Movement were cancers on the local populace every bit as bad as the General.

      He saw only one way to get the corporation off the island – a devastating attack on this facility, causing so much damage it’d be too resource-intensive to rebuild. Without the gas resources, they’d likely stop paying the mercenaries and propping up the resistance. It wouldn’t take care of all the island’s problems, but it’d be a start.

      He opened the gas tank of the car and inserted a rag far enough that only the end was sticking out. When he was finished, he got back behind the wheel, racked the seat forward, started the car, and wedged one of his submachine guns between the bottom of the seat and the gas pedal.

      The engine turned over and revved hard, but the car stayed in place, the handbrake engaged and the vehicle in park. Next, he returned to the gas tank and used his zippo to light the rag. When it was burning satisfactorily, he pocketed the lighter and sat back in the driver’s seat with his legs hanging out of the open door.

      He disengaged the handbrake and then shifted the vehicle into drive. “Time to go loud.”

      Freed of its restraints, the car kicked forward and gained speed, heading for the front gate of the facility. Herron remained in the car until he was sure everything was going to plan, then jumped out. He rolled, climbed to his feet and ran into the scrub on the side of the road to retrieve his backpack and rifle.

      Crouched down in the roadside foliage, he watched the car tear straight towards the facility, the rag in the gas tank burning furiously. The two guards manning the front gates had stepped onto the road, one holding his hand out and ordering the vehicle to stop, the other taking aim with his pistol.

      When the car was thirty yards out, the second guard started to fire on it…

      It kept coming.

      Fifteen yards out, and his comrade joined in, peppering the front of the vehicle with rounds…

      The car didn’t stop.

      Both men jumped out of the way just before the sedan plowed into the gate. Despite an awesome crash, the steel-framed barrier held, stopping the car dead. Its wheels continued to spin and the rag in the gas tank continued to burn, creating a strange contest as to which would go first: the gate or the gas tank.

      The gas tank won.

      A fireball blossomed above the vehicle and a roar assaulted his ears. The force of the explosion sent the two guards flying and also finished what the collision had started, dislodging the gate from its rails and knocking it over.

      Herron lifted the rifle to his shoulder and stared down its scope. He could now see deeper into the facility and the results of the frontal assault were impressive. As the car continued to burn, red lights were flashing and guards were scrambling everywhere, some of them searching for the threat and others searching for safety.

      Herron aimed at a man who was rushing towards the burning car with a shotgun in his hand. He didn’t want to slaughter the mercenaries employed to protect the facility, but they had too many men and too much firepower for any other approach. He pulled the trigger, and the man dropped.

      From this range, it was like shooting fish in a barrel. He fired every few seconds and had taken three of the mercenaries out before anyone inside the base knew what was happening. He downed two more as they scrambled and shouted at each other to find cover.

      Once they had, it became a stalemate.

      Herron continued to look through the rifle scope, waiting for a shot. He didn’t get one. The defenders had smartened up and were starving him of targets. While he didn’t think the cops or the army would be racing to the rescue, given the General’s opposition to the Chinese company, he also didn’t think he’d have the time to wait the mercenaries out. When the benefit of shock and surprise wore off, the soldiers would realize they had numerical superiority and adapt.

      He took the magazine out of the rifle and pocketed it. The rifle was harmless without its ammo, so he tossed it into the bushes. He swapped to the submachine gun, climbed to his feet and advanced on the gate. He moved quickly, knowing he only had a few more seconds before one of the defenders realized there was no more rifle fire incoming.

      He closed to fifty yards before the first mercenary dared to stick his head out from cover. Herron levelled the submachine gun and fired a long burst at him. The shots blew the mercenary’s head into a bloody mess. Leaving spent shell casings in his wake, Herron continued forward, firing burst after burst, keeping his foes suppressed.

      When he was twenty yards out, the defenders started to return fire with some level of coordination. Herron dived to the ground and grunted as he landed, relying on the darkness and his low profile to keep him safe. He was now close enough to the gate and the fence that he could commence stage two of his plan.

      As shots sailed over his head, he grabbed three of the grenades he’d stashed on his combat webbing – one flashbang and two tear gas. One-by-one, he pulled the pins on the grenades and tossed them over the fence of the facility. The pop-pop-pop of the pistols the mercenaries were packing continued to enliven the night, but it was nothing compared to the impact of the grenades.

      The result was deafening noise, blinding flashes and eye-stinging gas. The gunfire stopped as some of the defenders retreated deeper into the facility, giving up on their attempt to hold him off, and rolling out the welcome mat.

      Herron climbed to his feet and advanced.

      The wounded were out of action, aside from their screams of pain.

      The dead made no sound at all.

      Only one mercenary hadn’t retreated from the gate area. He was heavily affected by the tear gas, clutching at his eyes and firing blind with his pistol, so Herron had no choice but to put him down. He fired a burst from his submachine gun and the man dropped, giving Herron control of the entrance to the facility.

      He crouched down behind a parked mercenary vehicle and swapped out his magazine. The firefight to pry open the entrance had burned through much of his ammunition, but he had enough to finish the job. When he was good to go, he peered up from behind cover and considered his next move.

      From the gate area, the natural gas depot split off into three distinct areas. The main game was the pumping station, which dominated the rest of the facility. It had large steel pipes that disappeared into the ground and into the ocean, above which there was a superstructure of towering gantries. To the left of it were administration buildings and to the right was the dock.

      He moved from cover, advancing fast and low, his eyes searching for new targets. Although the defenders at the gate had been armed with pistols, it was possible the mercenaries had posted riflemen on the gantries.

      That would’ve been Herron’s second line of defense, if he was in charge.

      He made it to the base of the gantry that covered the pumping station before he was challenged again. A defender was in cover behind a steel pillar. Herron pushed on, unleashing several short bursts of fire at the pillar while he closed in, making sure his foe stayed pinned.

      When Herron had closed to within one hundred yards – no distance at all for a submachine gun – the mercenary tried his luck, spinning from behind cover and firing his pistol. Herron kept moving, trusting his skill and range advantage.

      He fired a burst and cut the mercenary down, then continued on to the gantry.

      While he couldn’t see any more enemies, Herron knew they were close. He could hear the pounding of their footsteps on the walkway and soon more would converge from the other areas of the depot. Now the remaining defenders had realized his target, they’d leave their positions to attack him here.

      He looked around. He didn’t know how to destroy the pumping facility, but he’d need to find out quickly. With no obvious place to start, he headed inside. He made it four steps before he heard a noise to his left, shifted his aim and saw a Fijian in a hard-hat.

      Herron aimed his weapon at the stranger. “Who’re you?”

      The Fijian wasn’t cowered by the submachine gun; he was braver than the mercenaries, that was for damn sure. “I work maintenance.”

      “Get out of here.”

      “I can’t. I can’t let you do this.”

      “You can’t stop me.” Herron waited for the man to flee, then sighed. “The company that runs this facility is killing civilians and destroying your country.”

      “I know that! I hope they burn in hell!” The worker’s voice was firm. “But there’s over a hundred civilian workers inside the facility right now!”

      Herron raised an eyebrow. He hadn’t noticed any sign of civilian workers and hadn’t been banking on a night shift. “Where?”

      The man pointed up. “The protocol for an external security breach is for non-security staff to go to the top of the gantry, while the guards shoot anything that moves down below.”

      “Well, they need to leave, because this place is going to blow sky-high.”

      The maintenance man stared at Herron for just a second. “Who’re you? Are you from American Oil and Gas?”

      “No. Once I’m done here, American Oil and Gas is next.”

      The Fijian man’s eyes narrowed, and he seemed to make a decision. “My name is Niko. I’d like to help you.”

      “You’d do that?”

      Niko laughed. “They work us for 15 hours per day and pay us almost nothing. These companies are raping Fiji, stealing our wealth and corrupting our politics. You bet I want to help you, man.”

      Herron considered Niko’s words for a moment, then lowered his gun. “Okay. We don’t have much time. We need to clear out the civilians and then figure out how to blow this facility.”

      “I can help with both.” Niko smiled, clearly more relieved now he didn’t have a gun pointed at him. He gestured to something behind Herron. “That’ll take care of the first part.”

      Herron hesitated, not wanting to fall for the oldest trick in the book. He took a few steps back, glanced over his shoulder quickly and then looked back at Niko. He’d given it 50/50 that the Fijian was trying to distract him, but Niko hadn’t moved an inch.

      Herron looked behind him again and spotted what looked like a fire-alarm system on the wall. “That’ll clear out the civilians?”

      “The only rule that overrides the external security protocol is that alarm, because it means there’s a problem with the natural gas lines. If it sounds, everyone gets out, no matter what.”

      Herron used the stock of his gun to smash the glass that covered the alarm panel and then pulled on the red handle inside.

      The results were immediate and spectacular. Klaxons emitted an ear-piercing wail, red alarm lights flashed at regular intervals throughout the facility and a stern voice boomed over the loudspeaker.

      “All personnel, evacuate immediately!”

      “It’ll only take a few minutes.” Niko said. “Follow me. I’ll take you to the facility’s main control panel. We can finish the job there.”

      Herron nodded and followed. He could hear people running down the stairs of the gantry above him, but he couldn’t see any threats as he scanned his surroundings.

      They passed giant steel storage tanks and large heavy-duty hoses, until they finally reached an enclosed area with computer terminals and instrument displays.

      The nerve center of the operation.

      Herron looked at Niko. “Do what you need to do, but be quick about it. I’m not sure if the mercenaries defending this place will send for help.”

      Niko took a seat at a terminal. “I’m going to override the flow regulator and overwhelm the pipes. It’ll blow the place sky high.”

      Herron let him go to work. He’d been planning to improvise a way to blow the facility but this was much better.

      Niko’s hands danced across the keyboard. A minute passed, then two, then he looked up at Herron with a satisfied expression on his face.

      “It’s done?”

      “It’s done.”

      “Okay, get out of here. You head down in another direction. They can’t know you helped me.”

      Niko got out of his chair and headed for the door. “Good luck.”
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      Herron reached the bottom of the superstructure at the same time as the more mercenaries arrived from other parts of the facility. He cursed and scrambled for cover as they fired, the bullets from their pistols ricocheting off metal. He’d hoped to get a little further before encountering resistance, but it looked like he’d need to make his stand here.

      He sheltered behind a steel column as the mercenaries continued to expend their ammunition at an impressive rate, hitting nothing and achieving little except a lot of noise. Despite the futility of their attacks and the lack of damage they were causing, Herron had a sense of urgency.

      The facility was going to blow, whether he was still inside it or not.

      He tried to go on the offensive more than once, but each time he was met with furious gunfire. Although the mercenaries were at the maximum effective range for their pistols – about 70 yards or so – eventually one of them might get lucky. He fired a few bursts of SMG fire in response, unsure that he’d hit anything.

      As shots pinged against his cover like hailstones on a roof, Herron looked around for some sort of edge. He’d faced a career of situations like this, yet there was no obvious solution this time. His mind processed every possible option in milliseconds.

      He couldn’t go on the offensive, because he didn’t have the firepower.

      He couldn’t call for help, because he didn’t know a soul within miles.

      He couldn’t wait it out, because the facility was going to blow.

      He was screwed.

      He was going to die in the explosion.

      China National would be removed from Fiji, but the General wouldn’t. Herron’s mission would be only half finished, but if he was going to go down, he’d go down fighting.

      Ready to make his final stand, Herron heard the throaty roar of a V8 engine getting closer. A Hummer stopped in the middle of the no man’s land between him and the mercenary shooters. It was hard to understand why, until the rear driver-side window lowered and a carbine poked out.

      The heavy firepower had arrived.

      Herron ducked back behind cover a split-second before the carbine fired, the chatter of automatic weapon fire overwhelming. Rounds ricocheted off the pillar, but the shooter stopped firing as soon as Herron was out of sight. He was clearly more ammo conscious than his colleagues in the yard.

      Herron and the merc in the Hummer engaged in a dangerous dance. Every time he tried to round from cover, the mercenary’s fire would drive him back, though none of his shots found their way into flesh. Herron’s mind raced, calculating roughly how many shots the frugal shooter had fired.

      He reached into his pocket and pulled out his last remaining grenade, the flashbang he’d kept in reserve. He’d only have one chance to escape the situation, so execution would be vital. He waited for his moment, when there was a break in the gunshots…

      …then burst into action.

      Running towards the Hummer, he pulled the pin and tossed the flashbang grenade at the open rear window. He’d caught the shooter changing out his magazine, the men inside the vehicle helpless against the attack. The grenade exploded, blinding and deafening the occupants.

      Herron’s ears rang a little from the noise, but he’d been spared the worst of it. He rose back to his feet and approached the vehicle, keeping its bulk between himself and the other mercenaries. When he reached the window, he put two bullets into the rear shooter and then stuck his gun inside the open window and finished off the driver, who slumped onto the horn.

      In five seconds, he’d flipped an impossible situation on its head.

      As the horn blared and pistol shots pounded into the Hummer, Herron reached inside and unlocked the driver’s door. He opened it, pulled the driver from the vehicle and dumped him on the ground, then climbed inside. Blood had sprayed over the dash, but the engine was running and once he’d locked himself in and closed the rear window, he was safe.

      The mercenaries outside were still firing at the vehicle, some shots ringing harmlessly on metal and others hitting bulletproof glass, unable to damage either.

      The men were doomed and they didn’t even know it yet.

      Herron turned the vehicle around and then floored it. The V8 engine responded with a roar, propelling him toward the main gate. The mercenaries climbed into their own vehicles and gave chase. They wouldn’t catch him, though. They were soldiers of fortune. They fought for a paycheck, not for a cause. The second the heat was turned up, they melted.

      And they didn’t know how much heat there was about to be.

      Unless some stray mercenary had found what Niko had started and knew how to stop it, nothing would prevent the facility from being blown to pieces.

      Herron flashed past the main gate and hit the road. It was dark and silent, although not for much longer. When the facility eventually went up in flames, he wondered if the fire department would send help at all. They were paid by the government – the General – so they’d probably just let the place burn to the ground.

      He drove for two minutes along the winding coastal roads, glancing every few seconds in his rear-vision mirror. As more time passed, he worried a stray mercenary had found the countdown. Then an almighty flash of light appeared in his mirrors, followed a second later by an earth-shattering explosion and a rolling fireball that climbed high into the sky.

      Herron slowed the vehicle enough so he could watch, but not enough that the mercenaries would catch him. After an explosion of that size, whatever hadn’t instantly been turned to slag would be worthless. He just hoped Niko and all the civilians had managed to evacuate in time.

      China National was out of business.
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      Herron slowed the Hummer to a stop and killed the engine, silencing the boxy vehicle. As far as he knew, the only Hummers on Fiji belonged to the mercenaries. Suva was a no-go zone for them and driving a Hummer into the city would be like a moving neon sign marking him as a target. He’d be going the rest of the way on foot.

      Back in Suva, he’d move on to the next stage of the job. He’d chosen to take China National out of the picture first because they had just one interest on the island – the natural gas facility. Now it was gone, the company’s interest in Fiji would blow away like sand in a cyclone, taking them and their mercenaries off the board. Starved of resources and support, the Movement would follow.

      And with them out of the way, he was ready for his final showdown with the General.

      The Fijian leader was another beast entirely. His corrupt roots went far deeper. He controlled the army and the police, his cronies occupied all positions of power and he was backed by a powerful American corporation that was sucking Fiji’s resources dry. His troops were in the streets and his control was absolute.

      Dealing with such a noxious weed would be difficult. The General would keep Fiji in his grip until his dying breath, which created a strategic problem for Herron. He didn’t have enough weaponry to wipe out all the baddies, so he ruled that out. A precision hit on the General might work, but then another candidate would likely take his place, replacing one dictator with another.

      No, this problem would be like surgery. He needed to slice out the infection from Fiji and then cauterize the wound so it couldn’t turn rotten again. But before he could do that he needed to rest and, for that, he only had one option open to him.

      He snaked his way through the streets of Suva, avoiding security checkpoints and making steady progress towards his target. With the darkness that was his only ally retreating, he picked up the pace and soon made it to Nath’s house.

      When he reached the house, he pounded on the door. It opened a crack and he was soon staring into the barrel of the pistol he’d left behind.

      “I need to get inside.” He scanned the street, expecting a patrol to appear at any moment. “I need your help one more time, my friend.”

      He breathed a sigh of relief as the gun barrel disappeared and the door opened fully. Nath was in the doorway, one hand urgently waving Herron inside and the other holding the pistol. Herron wondered how bad things must’ve got for him to be ready to use the gun he had so recently refused. Further down the hall, Veena was standing with a kitchen knife in her hand, the second line of defense. They both looked stressed and on edge.

      “China National has been taken care of.” He stepped inside. “Their facility is a smoldering ruin and their mercenaries have no reason to continue to support the Movement.”

      He followed Veena through to the kitchen, while Nath locked the door behind them. A moment later, all of them were seated around the kitchen table, just like the previous day. This time, though, the mood was far more tense. Something had changed here, more than the unrest outside.

      Nath looked at his wife and then at Herron, finally revealing the source of the added tension. “While you were gone, the authorities came here and took Lynda.”

      Herron’s eyes hardened. “Why?”

      “Collusion with enemies of the state. It’s clear they linked you to us and now my family is being punished.”

      Herron considered Nath’s words for a moment. “The General didn’t take you because he needs you to do your job. Taking your daughter keeps you working, but it also keeps you in line.”

      “So what do we do?”

      Herron gave a bitter laugh. “I take down the American company, then the General, and then get your daughter back.

      “How can we help?”

      This family, Herron thought. They’d risked so much to help him destroy the regime squeezing the life out of Fiji, but now their daughter’s safety was at stake and still they wanted to do their part.

      “There’s one thing. Tell me about your day job…”
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      Herron exited the cab and waited on the sidewalk while Nath took care of the fare. Although the streets were deserted around the Ministry of Industry building, he knew there were enough troops in the capital to make any moment of respite fleeting. Any second, a patrol could round the corner and take interest in them, so they needed to get out of the open.

      Herron looked at Nath as the taxi drove off. “This is your last chance to back out.”

      Nath shook his head. “This building is the most secure in all of Fiji. You won’t get inside without my help. And if you don’t get inside, you don’t get what you need to destroy the Americans.”

      “Most secure building in Fiji?” Herron gestured up and down the street. “They’ve got a funny way of showing it. There’s no guards.”

      “There doesn’t need to be.” Nath’s voice was full of fear. “Everyone’s so afraid of the Internal Security Force that they stay away. We should avoid them…”

      Herron nodded. Nath had told him all about the ISF, the General’s hand-picked secret police. On Fiji, they were the thing that went bump in the night. They wore all black uniforms, targeted anyone the General deemed to be a threat and secured all of his most important facilities. By all reports, they were well trained and armed to the teeth.

      Herron motioned for Nath to lead the way. Whatever else was inside, it didn’t matter. The entire Fijian army could stand between him and this goal, nothing would stop him.

      The General’s roots in Fiji went deep, Herron had reasoned, but the dictator was only able to hold onto his power because he was supported by American Oil and Gas. Unlike their Chinese rivals, however, the US company had no single facility on Fiji to destroy – no one way to physically dislodge them as Herron had with China National. Instead, the American corporation’s vulnerability was in information.

      Herron hoped that, somewhere, solid links could be found between the General and American Oil and Gas – and working in finance for the Ministry of Industry, Nath ought to know where to find all the dirt. So when he’d asked Nath about his job, and the Fijian had mentioned working on transaction records, Herron’s eyes had lit up.

      To the outside world, all transactions between the General and his corporate pals would be washed through shell corporations and foreign banks. If there was hard proof that American Oil and Gas was funding a tyrant, Herron could apply heat, melting the General’s powerbase like a marshmallow under a blowtorch. But whatever financial details were stored on the computers in this building, the General obviously feared them leaking – the Ministry’s network was contained entirely within the one place, air-gapped and totally inaccessible from the outside. No email, no cloud storage, no way to get to these secrets unless it was by on-the-spot physical interface with a machine.

      If Herron wanted that data, he’d have to get it the hard way.

      They crossed the street and entered the rendered-brick building through its front door. Inside, they found themselves in a stark white foyer that had nothing in it except a security desk with an armed guard seated behind it and barriers that required an identity card to pass through. It looked like any secure government building the world over.

      Herron walked behind Nath as they approached the guard, hoping the desperate father would hold it together. While he’d promised to help, Herron had no way of knowing how Nath would react if they were exposed.

      “You’re here outside of hours, Jone.” The guard looked up from his computer and stared at them. “Why?”

      Nath leaned on the desk. “The General has asked for a meta-analysis of all known dissidents, including their families and friends. This man is going to help me.”

      “Okay.” The guard’s eyes shot to Herron and looked him up and down. “I haven’t seen you around here before…”

      Nath started to talk. “I—”

      The guard held up a hand and cut Nath off. “I want him to tell me who he is, Jone, not you.”

      Herron locked eyes with the guard. “Why don’t you pick up your phone, call the General and ask him who I am?”

      The guard’s eyes widened slightly and he stammered. “I… I’ll need you to sign in before I can let you past.”

      Herron grunted and started to fill out the visitor log. He’d played on the fear that all dictators created in their underlings, where asking questions and getting yourself noticed could be bad for your health. He knew most low-level workers would take the path of least resistance, and since Herron had arrived with someone authorized to be inside, that seemed good enough for the guard.

      When he was done, Herron waited while the guard tore the slip from the pad and put it inside a plastic badge holder. Herron took the ID and followed Nath through the security barriers. They exited the foyer and walked through the only door behind the security station, both smiling at how easy it had been to get past security and closer to their objective.

      Then Herron’s smile vanished.

      “Not so fast, guys.” A second guard was posted beyond the door. He held up a hand. “I’ll need to run you through the metal detector, see what’s in your pockets and frisk you.”

      Herron’s eyes shot to Nath, but the look on the Fijian’s face made it clear the extra layer of security was a new addition. Herron slowly walked through the metal detector. Nothing beeped, so he assumed the position and let himself be frisked. The guard did the job quickly and efficiently, finding nothing of note. Herron was glad he’d left his gun with Veena.

      “Thank you, sir.” The guard nodded at Herron and then turned his attention to Nath. “Step forward.”

      Nath looked nervous as he approached the scanner, although Herron wasn’t sure why. They were unarmed and they’d made it through the hardest part – dealing with Herron’s lack of identification. But here was Nath, visibly distressed, his eyes darting around the room and sweat on his brow.

      The metal detector went crazy.

      Herron had planned to take back the pistol that he’d given to Nath and Veena to keep them safe, but Nath had convinced him otherwise, saying Veena might still need it now they were in the endgame and the situation on the island was getting more dangerous than ever.

      Clearly, he had taken it himself because now he was aiming it at the guard…

      Herron sighed and approached the security man from behind, wrapped a forearm around his neck and press a hand over his mouth. His actions stopped the guard from screaming, but also compressed his carotid arteries, limiting blood flow to the guard’s brain. He struggled, but Herron had him out in seconds.

      As he eased the guard to the floor, he glared at Nath. “What the fuck were you thinking, bringing that thing in here?”

      “I didn’t expect this second checkpoint.” Nath seemed unrepentant as he stared down at the guard and lowered the weapon. “There’s someone in this building I wanted to take care of.”

      Herron held out his hand for Nath to hand over the pistol. They had a staring contest for a few moments, but whatever had driven Nath to bring the weapon into the dragon’s den and compromise their mission, it was overridden by the threat in Herron’s eyes. Nath handed over the pistol and Herron stuffed it in the waistband of his shorts.

      “Who’d you want to take care of?”

      “Inia Konrote.” Nath lowered his eyes. “He’s the head of the ISF. He sent the men to take Lynda. I hoped that if I took him hostage I could get them to free her.”

      Herron scoffed. “More than likely you’d have been killed trying. But even if you’d made it to your target, that’s not how authoritarian regimes work.”

      “I have to try.” Nath was unrepentant. “I’ll do whatever it takes to get her out.”

      Herron stared at Nath, the other man’s look as hard as granite. “I’ll help you.”

      “Let’s get the information you need first.” Nath looked down at the guard. “Is he dead?”

      Herron shook his head and then manhandled the unconscious man to a stairwell. Nath took Herron’s lead, opening the door so Herron could drag the guard through it. When they were inside, Herron dumped the guard on the floor and used his handcuffs to restrain him to the handrail of the stairs.

      Free of the heavy load, Herron opened the door back out to the lobby just a crack. Their little ruckus hadn’t raised any alarms. There might still be time to do what needed to be done before the building’s occupants knew what was happening.

      Herron looked at Nath. “Let’s keep moving.”
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      “We’re here.” Nath stopped at a door and entered a code into its electronic keypad. “Follow me and don’t touch anything.”

      He had led Herron through the building, up the stairs and to his office. They’d moved quickly, knowing the unconscious guard in the stairwell could wake up at any time and raise the alarm and that Herron didn’t have the armaments for a protracted battle.

      There wasn’t much to Nath’s office, just two desks crammed against opposite walls and barely enough room for two people to stand in between. There was the usual office-worker detritus spread across the desks, but nothing that suggested that the secret to bringing down the General was here.

      Herron closed the door but stayed by it, listening for any sign of trouble, while Nath sat down and booted up his computer, ready to thrust himself deep into the information at the core of the General’s regime.

      An alarm started to wail through the building. Nath froze, his hands hovering over the keyboard. He looked at Herron, fear having replaced his earlier resolve. “The ISF knows we’re here.”

      “Jacked up on their own self-importance? Dressed all in black? Armed to the teeth?” Herron’s tone was dismissive, but he was well aware of how lightly armed he was to be dealing with full reinforcements. “I’ve dealt with their sort before.”

      “The ISF take you in the night and you never return,” Nath said softly. “The rumor is that they bring you here to the basement. That’s why I need to get to Inia Konrote. If I don’t force him to release Lynda, we’ll never see her again.”

      “Well, we better get on with it.”

      Nath resumed working. A moment later, the door handle started to turn. Herron gripped it, using all of his strength to hold it in place. After a few seconds, whoever was on the other side pounded on the door, shouting for them to open up. Herron kept his left hand in a locked on the handle and his right hand on the butt of his pistol as the hammering continued.

      “I only need ten more seconds!” Nath was staring at a progress bar on the screen. “Okay, got it!”

      Herron let go of the handle, letting the door open a little before driving it back with all his strength. As it slammed shut again, there was a cry of surprise, a sickening crack and a grunt of pain from the other side. Whoever the door had hit probably had a broken nose now.

      Herron drew his pistol, pulled the door open and stepped into the hallway. His surprise attack had downed one of the two men waiting for him, both security guards armed with batons and handcuffs. He aimed at the guard who was still standing and reached down to grab the wounded man’s baton.

      “You have a choice to make.” Herron’s voice raised over the noise of the alarm. He stood to his full height, the gun in one hand and the baton in the other. “I can shoot you or knock you out, but either way you’re going down.”

      Herron knew which way it’d go. The guard was a middle-aged man with a wedding ring on his finger. He didn’t resist as Herron lowered the gun, raised the baton and slammed him on the side of the head. The blow was hard enough to knock the man out cold, but not to fracture his skull.

      With the immediate threat dealt with and the alarm still blaring in his ears, Herron stuck his head back inside the office. “Are we good to go?”

      “Yep.” Nath held out his hand, holding a USB drive. “I’ve got the information we need.”

      Herron led them out of the office, down the hallway and back into the stairwell. They descended to the third floor and then the second, planning to split up once they reached ground level. Nath would head out the front door and Herron would head on to the basement, where the ISF could be found.

      They were halfway there when they heard footsteps coming up the stairs.

      Herron stopped and looked at Nath. “Go. They don’t know you’re working with me. Get the information out while I take care of the ISF and get Lynda back.”

      After a moment – and with barely another to spare – Nath nodded. He pocketed the USB drive, opened the door to level two and disappeared from sight.

      Herron gripped his weapons and prepared for mayhem. He had to play for time to let Nath escape, then he could focus on finding Konrote.

      Fighting in a stairwell was just fine by him, helping to reduce any numerical superiority his foes might have. Within a second, four Fijian men clad in black and armed with pistols came running up the stairs, clearly surprised to see Herron waiting for them.

      “The ISF, I presume?” Herron aimed his pistol at them, pausing for just a second to see how they’d respond. “I don’t want to kill you guys, I just want to talk to your boss…”

      His foes raised their own weapons, making their choice.

      He fired a double tap at the head of the lead man, whose brain exploded from the back of his skull and showered his comrades in gore, the sound of the shot deafening in the stairwell. It was an early point in Herron’s column, but he was still heavily outnumbered.

      The dead man dropped and rolled backwards down the stairs, his body getting in the way of the other ISF men who were trying to ascend. They instinctively looked down at the corpse, which let Herron drill the next man in line and then run back up the stairs the way he’d come.

      He pulled the door open and exited the stairwell as shots pounded into the wall where he’d been only a split-second before. He ran down the hallway – there were office doors on both sides and he turned into one of them. It was empty, like the others, but it gave him one distinct advantage.

      The ISF men came running after him, their heavy footfalls audible even over the piercing wail of the alarm. As they got closer, he aimed his pistol at the doorway, ready to fire if they burst in. Instead, as expected, they ran past. They had tunnel vision, chasing after him and not expecting he’d try to hide.

      Herron stepped out into the corridor and fired two shots. Both men dropped without ever knowing their threat was behind them. He stepped closer, kicked their weapons away and then fired another shot into each of them to be sure he’d rendered the elite of the Fijian security apparatus completely inert. He still wasn’t sure he’d get out of the building, but the chances…

      “Drop your weapons!”

      Herron turned to see four more black-clad operatives aiming weapons at him. “Hi guys.”

      One of the Fijians spoke, his voice filled with menace. “You’re completely surrounded.”

      He was right. Another group had formed at the other end of the hallway.

      Herron was trapped. He could either go out in a blaze of glory, or surrender.

      He chose to live and fight another day. He didn’t fear death, but surrender ensured the attention would remain on him, leaving Nath free to do what needed to be done with the information they’d secured.

      It’d do nothing to help Lynda, though.

      He knew the drill. He lowered his pistol to the ground, keeping his eyes on the ISF men. When it was on the ground, he put the baton next to the pistol, then dropped to his knees. He interlocked his fingers behind his head and crossed his ankles, remaining passive while the ISF men approached him.

      When they had him totally surrounded, they kept him at gunpoint for almost a minute, until a new face arrived. He was different, a small bespectacled man in a business suit. He wasn’t armed and he didn’t seem particularly dangerous, but the ISF men were on edge around him. It could only be one man.

      Herron raised an eyebrow. “Inia Konrote, I presume?”

      “Correct.” Konrote smirked. “Your little one-man insurrection is over.”

      Herron thought about the information on the USB, knowing the insurrection was just beginning. “In that case, I need to speak with you about Lynda Nath. You’re holding her prison—”

      “You haven’t heard?” Konrote laughed, cutting him off. “I just ordered her release.”

      “Why?”

      “My men caught Jone Nath on the second level and we made a deal. He’s agreed to assist us in return for his family’s freedom.”

      Herron didn’t have time to process Nath’s betrayal – a massive blow to the back of his head sent him reeling, falling face-first to the floor. Luckily for his teeth, the carpet cushioned most of the impact. He grunted as he took a boot to the stomach, knowing the ISF men were just getting started.

      Somehow, it was less painful than the knife in his back.
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      Herron grunted as the baton hit him in the cheek, sending him sprawling to his hands and knees on the cold concrete floor. His jailer laughed and left the eight-by-four-foot cell, slamming the heavy steel door behind him.

      After a second or two, Herron sat up on his knees. He spat out blood and then felt inside his mouth, checking no teeth had been dislodged. Everything seemed intact, so he shuffled over to the food the jailer had left behind. It was the same slop he’d eaten every meal for the past two weeks. It was awful, but it was sustenance.

      The routine had been the same since his first day as a prisoner, when he’d overpowered a jailer and tried to escape. He’d exploited lapses in security, but failed to make it out of the prison. Captured again, he’d been beaten and starved for several days and then returned to his regular cell, where his VIP treatment had continued.

      By now he’d become used to eating with blood oozing from his mouth. He took his time, because he had nothing else to do. Each day was twenty-three hours of darkness, followed by an hour for violence and feeding time. It was a strange kind of routine, but at least it gave him a sense of time. He spent that time thinking about how close he’d gone to ending Fiji’s civil war before Nath’s betrayal.

      Like clockwork, after an hour had passed, the lights went out. Herron sighed, pushed the tin bowl into the corner of the cell and then retired to his bed – an inch-thick mattress on top of a steel base attached to the wall. He’d slept in worse places, so he simply closed his eyes and rested, preserving energy.

      His revolution was over. Now, he was simply waiting for the axe to fall. It could be a week. It could be a day. Or it could be mere minutes. Whichever it was, he was proud that he’d chosen to make a stand instead of sailing away.

      Now he was ready to die.

      In the end, it was maybe only half an hour before they came for him, making him wonder why they’d bothered with the food today. It seemed like a waste. He opened his eyes as the lights turned on again, blazing like the sun. The cell door unlocked with a clunk and then screeched open.

      He sat up on the bed as the jailer entered the room, followed a second later by another man.

      Herron’s eyes hardened. “Hello again, General.”

      The dictator looked a little worse for wear since the last time He’d seen him. He glared down at Herron like the westerner had killed his cat. “I told you to leave Fiji.”

      Herron said nothing. He didn’t want to give the man he’d helped into power so many years ago and then failed to take down the pleasure of a response. The next words from the General’s mouth would be confirmation of his upcoming execution, either by fiat or after a show trial.

      Or so he thought.

      The General sighed. “The information you stole from my network has gone public.”

      Herron barely kept the surprise off his face.

      How had the USB got out?

      After Nath’s betrayal, he’d figured that his former ally must’ve handed the USB over to the ISF and explained the whole plan. Even if he’d held onto it for some sort of insurance to ensure Lynda’s release, he must surely have been searched and interrogated, yet somehow...

      The General’s lips twisted into a snarl when Herron didn’t respond. “What did you intend to happen once the financial dealings between myself and American Oil and Gas came out?”

      “What did I intend to happen?” Herron rose to his feet. “I intended to put a bullet in your skull a decade ago, but through a fluke of timing and fortune you survived. But since I had to come back here, I intended to stay out of the troubles here. Instead, you had other ideas.”

      “I asked yo—”

      “No,” Herron said, cutting him off. “To borrow from Fox Mulder, the truth is out there, and now it’s going to fuck with the control you’ve got here. Once it does, you bet your ass that I intend for you to eat that bullet.”

      The General shook his head. “I just wanted you to know, even though the files are public, you failed. American Oil and Gas will stay by my side. I have enough money, men and guns to withstand anything. The leak changes nothing.”

      “You clearly don’t know how American corporate culture works,” Herron scoffed. “I’m surprised it’s taken this long for them to bail on you, honestly. I wouldn’t be making any plans that don’t involve your head on a pike.”

      The General clamped his mouth shut, turned and stormed out of the cell. The prison guard who’d taken a special pleasure in beating the snot out of Herron each day followed in his wake and slammed the door behind him.

      Herron laughed, sat on the edge of the bed and waited until the lights went out again. Even then, he kept laughing. He’d lost faith in Nath and resigned himself to his fate, but somehow the government official had resisted revealing that he had the USB and finally released the information on it.

      Herron hoped doing so hadn’t compromised Nath or his family, but now they had a fighting chance. The FBI would be on American Oil and Gas like flies on shit. The Bureau didn’t care for companies propping up corrupt foreign dictators, and the pipeline of dirty cash that flowed to the General would soon be blocked. Without it, the General couldn’t pay his cronies, and as easily as that, his key supports would fall away. The General knew it, too. That’s why he’d come to visit the cell.

      Herron smiled. He felt like a man given another chance when he’d been certain he’d failed.

      A man reborn.
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      The lights flared again and Herron opened his eyes. He blinked a few times and sat up in bed as the lock clunked and the door opened with an ear-piercing squeal. His regular jailer entered, baton in one hand and a meal tray in the other. Herron stretched and climbed to his feet, keeping his eyes on his captor.

      “I won’t be needing breakfast today,” he said.

      The guard laughed. The first time Herron had attempted to escape, he’d said the same thing. He’d taken the guard’s baton, used it to knock him out and then fled the cell. He’d failed to escape, but that failure had revealed a key detail that he’d missed on the way in.

      Herron waited for his moment to strike. First, the guard put the tray down on the ground, like he always did, before facing Herron and slapping the baton against his hand, like he always did. Then he smiled, cruel and sadistic, like he always did.

      It was all as predictable as the Earth orbiting the sun.

      What came next was a first, though.

      Herron changed from passive prisoner to active attacker in an instant, stepping forward and grabbing the guard by the shirt. His jailer panicked, his usual position of superiority challenged, and tried to swing the baton. In the close confines of the cell, it was a mistake. Herron pushed him back into the wall and brought a knee up to his groin.

      “Sadists like you shouldn’t be able to reproduce.” Herron spat on the man as he crumpled to the floor. “But if you stay down, you’ll get the chance to do something useful with your life.”

      Herron watched for a second, but the guard made no move to stand, so he reached down, grabbing the guard’s baton in one hand and the fork from his meal in the other. He pulled the door open and burst out of the cell, moving like a flash to the end of the cellblock, where he knew a guard station waited.

      Herron pounded on the Perspex window of the guardhouse with his baton, then waved at the four guards inside. They stared at him with fury in their eyes, unable to believe he’d try to escape again after being foiled only days earlier.

      None of them reached for a phone.

      Herron felt a surge of satisfaction. He’d won the first battle. The guards were clearly confident enough to want to take him down alone, content to dispense another beating without calling for reinforcements.

      He was happy to give them the chance. Taking a step back, he waited while they armed themselves and filed out of the guardhouse.

      “You must have a death wish.” The guard at the front of the group slapped his baton against his palm. Much older than his colleagues, he was a broad man, gnarled and weathered. “Stand down.”

      Herron gripped the baton tighter and kept his eyes moving between the guards, waiting for the first of them to make a move. He needed to time his strike perfectly. If he screwed it up, he’d suffer a fate worse than a beating – he’d be a prisoner again – and the unexpected release of the information by Nath would be wasted.

      “Which of you is man enough to stick me back in a cell?” Herron grinned, taunting the men, hoping to provoke them into action. “Or do you need to call more help?”

      The older guard laughed. “We’ve got all we need. You should’ve learnt your lesson the other day. All you scumbags do eventually. Some just take a few more beatings to get there.”

      “I’ll give you one chance to surrender before I start breaking bones.” Herron stepped back and the guards followed, moving away from their guardhouse. “I suggest you take it.”

      The leader said nothing.

      Herron shrugged and seized the initiative, charging forward and slamming into the guards like an asteroid hitting a city. He started with the leader, a policy that’d never let him down, slamming the baton into his face. It was one of the top five blows Herron had ever delivered, a brutal shot that smashed bone and knocked the man out instantly.

      As the leader dropped, the rest of the guards reacted like a shoal of fish, panicked in the presence of a great white shark. He continued on, swinging the baton like a crusader, full of righteous fury and purpose. He delivered more crushing blows and took a few shots himself, but they were nothing compared to the punishment he was dishing out.

      He split the pack, leaving each guard with some wound or injury as he burst past them, then he sprinted for the guardhouse door. None of his foes reacted fast enough to stop his run to the endzone and within a moment he’d achieved his primary objective – he was alone inside the guardhouse. He slammed the door and locked it, trapping the guards in the common area in between the locked cells.

      Within a second, it dawned on the guards what was happening. They pounded on the Perspex window with their batons, shouting desperate pleas and offers of a deal. Herron didn’t want to hear it. Normally he wouldn’t want to hurt men who were just doing their job, but the guards here had shown a predilection for savagery that Fiji could do without. On their watch, political prisoners were beaten, starved and kept in the dark. These were sadists, working for a sadist.

      It was payback time.

      He studied the control console, from which all access to and from this wing of the prison was controlled. Next, he looked around, hoping the Fijian authorities armed their prison guards as well as their cops. Sure enough, he spotted the exact same type of arms locker he’d found in the police station at Nadi.

      He pressed down on the intercom button to speak to the guards in the common area. “What’s the code for the arms locker?”

      The guards looked at each other, then glanced as one down at their leader, who was still out cold and oozing blood onto the concrete. They weren’t a group of men who were used to making decisions and they seemed to struggle with building a consensus. Their choice wasn’t an easy one: arm their captor and possibly win some goodwill or otherwise face the unknown.

      Herron quickly grew tired of the delay. “I’ll make it easy on you. In 30 seconds, I’m going to open all the cell doors on the block, giving the prisoners free reign to kill the bastards who’ve tortured them for so long. That’s you guys. But if you give me the code, I’ll let you go into the cell I just escaped from and then lock it. You’ll be safe when I release the hounds. Choose quickly. One. Two. Three. Fo—”

      Finally, one of them blurted out the code. “Four. Seven. Two. Nine. Seven. One.”

      Herron lifted his finger from the intercom button, walked to the locker and punched in the code. The digital panel lit green and the cabinet unlocked with a clunk. Herron smiled and quickly assessed the arsenal – shotguns, pistols, and riot gear. There wasn’t quite as extensive a range as he’d found inside the police station, but it was good enough for his purposes.

      He had the guns he needed, now he just needed to find an army willing to take up the arms.

      He gestured with his chin at the guards, and they scampered to the cell he’d just been in. True to his word, he locked them in there with the press of a button, although he wasn’t sure what they’d do for food until the dust settled. With a shrug, he started pressing all the other buttons on the console, each of which unlocked a cell.

      At first, nothing happened, the prisoners no doubt thinking guards were about to open their cells and give them a meal or a beating. But after a while a few tried their luck, opening the doors to their cells and sticking their heads out.

      Then the prison wing erupted with the fury of a long-dormant volcano, as men who’d been held in small spaces and treated inhumanely finally burst free.

      Herron watched dispassionately as they emerged, shouting and whooping and laughing. Some started to trash their cells and the common area, some reunited with friends and family who’d been so close yet so far, while some simply took in the scene.

      After the initial shock of their release, the mass of unshackled political prisoners approached the guardhouse and stared inside at the man who’d released them, waiting for answers. They clearly understood that freedom here, like anywhere else, came at a price.

      He pressed down on the intercom button. “Which one of you is Alexander Pillay? Your wife told me you resisted the General. I need your help.”

      The pack – about twenty prisoners in total – hesitated, then glared inside the guardhouse as if it had only just dawned on them why he’d let them out. The dirty, scabbed faces of the prisoners flashed with hope, probably for the first time in months or years.

      He was hoping that amongst these newly free inmates would be the Fijian Army Colonel who was married to the woman he had saved from the prison transport. The Colonel’s wife had thought her husband might be dead, but Herron was betting he wasn’t. The General liked his enemies to suffer. Herron, members of the Movement, their families… all had been imprisoned and assaulted, rather than killed outright.

      It was a trend Herron hoped was universal. His revised plan would work without the Colonel, but the addition of the senior officer would help things along a heck of a lot.

      Finally, a Fijian man who looked like he’d suffered more than the others stepped forward, until he was only inches from the Perspex. “I’m Pillay. Who’re you?”

      “I’m your ticket out of here.” Herron paused. “I want to overthrow the General.”

      Pillay frowned, saying nothing as he assessed whether Herron was talking shit or offering a genuine chance to solve Fiji’s problems. “I’m listening.”

      And as Herron explained his plan, Pillay’s frown turned into a grin.
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      “Here they come!” Herron gripped his shotgun. “Don’t let them take this position!”

      He gripped his shotgun tight as a dozen men dressed in tactical gear flooded into the prison courtyard, at the other end of the row of cells from the guardhouse. They were sporting headsets and carbines, a step-up in class from the previous waves sent to recapture Herron, Pillay and the others.

      Keeping low as the black-clad ISF men advanced, Herron popped up only to fire his shotgun and then duck before they could take him down. Although several of his allies had dropped around him, he knew they’d win. The ISF men might have better gear and weapons, but they were advancing in the open against a well-entrenched foe.

      Herron and his motley crew were making them pay for every inch of concrete.

      He pumped his shotgun then popped up to fire at another ISF man, who’d tried to find cover by opening one of the cell doors. It was locked. The man went down, his body armor failing to stop all of the 12-gauge buckshot, becoming one more body littering the hallway.

      Herron fired the again, then tossed the empty shotgun behind him. He drew a pistol, ready to add to the mix of booming shotguns and chattering carbines, but by the time he got the weapon into a firing position the last of the ISF men had been taken care of and silence had once again descended on the prison.

      They’d survived another wave.

      Herron slumped down against the wall. He was exhausted and almost out of ammo. The rest of his crew was no better. They’d fended off four attempts by the Fijian authorities to take back the guardhouse. First the prison guards had tried, then police officers, then the army, and lastly the ISF. They were tired, frightened and almost out of time.

      “The General has lost patience.” Pillay hunkered down next to Herron. “He’s throwing his best men at us like cannon fodder.”

      “It’s wasteful, but it’s working.” Only four prisoners were left to fight and they had barely a full load of ammo between them. “Your men better hurry.”

      “They will.”

      Herron closed his eyes, catching a moment of rest before the next wave. He had no way of knowing if his trust in Pillay was misplaced or not, but he had to rely on the man.

      After agreeing to Herron’s plan, the former Fijian Army colonel had made several phone calls. Before the lines had been cut by the authorities, he’d convinced several units of the Army still loyal to him to take to the streets, take control of Government House and to take the prison.

      But if the troops Pillay had promised would come never arrived, all their efforts at holding the prison would be for nothing, no matter how hard they fought. Cut-off from the outside world, Herron and his fellow prisoners had no way of knowing whether the call for help was being answered. All they could do was hold out until they were relieved, or else make their death as costly as possible for the Fijian dictator.

      Herron was comfortable with that. It had always been a risk when he’d uncorked this carnage.

      He relaxed as calm descended for a few minutes, the defenders talking amongst themselves and doing their best to ignore the screams of wounded men. For Herron, it came easily. He’d never viewed a battlefield as a moral, ethical place. Combat was dirty and bloody and no-holds-barred, with only the victor earning the right to walk away alive.

      His eyes shot open at the unmistakable boom of a tank’s cannon, from somewhere outside. The battle inside the prison had expanded outside, but he had no way of knowing who was taking control out there: Pillay’s men or the General’s loyalists.

      He was forced to file the question away for later, as one of the prisoners shouted a warning. Another incoming ISF wave. The remaining defenders climbed to their feet and took up defensive positions.

      Herron’s eyes widened; more men than ever were pouring in. “Conserve your ammo!” he shouted. “This is their biggest wave yet!”

      He grunted as a computer monitor beside him was trashed by automatic fire, and ducked down just in time to avoid the raking bullets himself. His comrades weren’t so lucky. Two more dropped in quick succession. Already the prisoners had felled at least a half-dozen ISF men, but the General’s forces still were ahead in this most brutal of contests: he had more men to throw at them than they had bullets to fire back.

      Herron popped back up and emptied his magazine, firing with sublime accuracy and dropping attacker after attacker. But his efforts were like using pebbles to stop the flow of a river. When his gun was dry, he searched on the floor next to him for another clip, but found none.

      “I need ammo!” Herron’s shout was barely audible over the roar of gunfire, more of it incoming than outgoing. “We’re about to be overrun!”

      “Not today, my friend.” Pillay dug into his pocket for a pistol magazine. He tossed it at Herron, the grin on his face in complete contrast to their situation. “Have faith.”

      Herron caught the magazine, slammed it home and started to fire again as one of the other prisoners next to him dropped. “What makes you so confident? We’re out of time!”

      “There’re only a few tanks in the Fijian Army,” Pillay shouted. “And one of my most trusted friends is in charge of all of them.”

      “Well, he better move his ass, because we don’t have enough ammo to fight off another attack.”

      When his last magazine was dry, Herron turned his attention to the arms locker. It was empty. They’d quickly burned through the stores and now he, Pillay and the one other surviving prisoner had nothing left. They ducked down behind the guard station, putting concrete between themselves and the ISF attackers.

      Still the gunfire sounded, shot after shot after shot, and Herron began to think that even if the tank commanders were loyal Pillay, they’d still arrive too late.

      Then he realized. All that gunfire he could hear… no rounds were hitting the guard station.

      He peeked his head up out of cover for a second, hoping he didn’t get it blown off.

      “The cavalry has arrived.”

      Dozens of Fijian Army soldiers were pouring into the courtyard, gunning down the ISF men, who’d turned away from the guardhouse to fire at the reinforcements. When the last of the General’s men had fallen, the soldiers advanced on the guardhouse with smiles on their faces. It made for a nice change. Herron stood up from cover and Pillay did the same, both unarmed and showing they were no threat.

      One of the soldiers advanced ahead of the main group, stopped and saluted. “Reinforcements, as requested, sir. Good to see you, Colonel Pillay.”

      Herron looked to Pillay, then back at the soldier, then at all the soldiers. They were clearly devoted to this man, a potential rival to the General who’d been locked away but now had his chance to lead. And as the troops secured the guardhouse and tended to the wounded, Herron breathed a sigh of relief.

      He’d come close to failing, but Suva Prison had been liberated.

      The rest of Fiji was next.
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      Herron felt every bump and rumble as the old M113 armored personnel carrier snaked through the streets of Suva. The ride was slow going, because the streets of Suva were ill-suited for the convoy of tanks and APCs heading for Government House, but they were making good enough time nonetheless.

      “We’re nearly there.” Now dressed in camouflage gear, Pillay sat on the bench seat opposite Herron. “When I woke up this morning, I didn’t expect I’d be taking over the country.”

      “When I woke up on a yacht a few days ago, I didn’t expect to be helping you do it.”

      “We’ll get you back to that boat soon, my friend.” Pillay held out his hand. “Whichever way the final battle goes, Fiji owes you a great debt.”

      Herron took his hand and shook it. He’d swapped out his own prison clothing for some dragooned black ISF combat gear – only slightly bloodstained – and had also taken one of their carbines. It was a fine weapon and he’d scrounged plenty of spare ammo, so he was as well prepared as he could be.

      After being relieved at the prison, Pillay’s officers had explained the situation. Within minutes of the colonel’s call for assistance, units loyal to their former commander had started communicating with each other, coordinating their plan to take control of the city.

      It had taken an hour for the first troops to take to the streets.

      Many of the General’s former cronies had abandoned him quickly. Whether they’d sensed the balance shifting, anticipated the cash faucet from American Oil and Gas being turned off, or just grown sick of their leader, their reasons didn’t matter. Only their actions did.

      In Herron’s experience, when power shifted inside a dictatorship it could often shift decisively, those who’d been ruled by an iron fist quick to free themselves once a little pressure is taken off. It hadn’t surprised him to learn that within hours of the uprising many of the General’s loyalist units had turned coat, either joining the campaign to unseat him or retreating to their barracks.

      Those that were left had fallen back to Government House, where they’d dug in and prepared to make their last stand. Pillay’s men had tried one frontal assault already, at the same time as they’d liberated the prison, but the attack had failed and casualties had been high. They’d decided to wait for their leader’s arrival before trying again.

      Pillay and his men rode in silence the rest of the way, receiving only the occasional status report from the convoy or other units posted around the city. Although there were still spot fires of conflict, the troops loyal to the General had mostly given up after their failure to extinguish the rebellion at the prison.

      Now the battle for Fiji would be decided at Government House.

      The APC ground to a halt. They’d arrived. Herron waited for the ramp at the back of the vehicle to lower, then let Pillay and the other soldiers out first, before picking up his carbine and following. At the bottom of the ramp, he stood and took in the scene.

      It was breathtaking.

      Rain was falling relentlessly, but despite that, fires were burning in a dozen places across Suva, belching smoke into the sky to meet the lightning that was occasionally brightening the dark clouds. While soldiers and vehicles had surrounded Government House in force, there wasn’t a single civilian to be seen.

      “The weather’s certainly ominous.” Herron ran a hand through his hair. “I’d hate to be the General staring out at the situation right now.”

      “Are you kidding?” Pillay scoffed. “He’ll be hiding with Konrote while their remaining ISF goons and loyalist troops die to keep him safe.”

      He was about to reply, but held off as a man approached, wearing the uniform of a tank division officer and with gold and red crown rank insignia on his epaulettes. Herron didn’t know the rank that represented, but the man carried himself with authority, so had to be somewhat senior.

      “Major Reddy. It’s good to see you again, my friend.” Pillay briefly embraced him and then turned to Herron. “Major, this is my mysterious benefactor.”

      “Bob Sochi.” The new arrival laughed. “We’ve heard a lot about you. You took out the Movement’s leadership, China National, and then American Oil and Gas.”

      “Something like that.” Herron said, glad when neither man tried to pry more personal information out of him. They were smart. “I hope we can add the General to that list soon enough.”

      The tank commander shrugged. “We’ve taken control of the prison and most of the city, but the General still controls the rest of the island. He’s dug in and there’s enough loyalist forces inside the walls that dislodging him will prove difficult. Taking him down will be costly.”

      “I can take care of the General.” Herron’s voice was cold. “But first we need to discuss what comes after.”

      Pillay frowned. “What do you mean? I thought that I would—”

      “No.” Herron held up a hand. “It’s not good enough to replace one military dictator with another. Things need to change. Fiji needs to change.”

      Pillay’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t like rules being added late in the game. What exactly did you have in mind?”

      “There’s a man from the Ministry of Industry – Jone Nath. He’ll be in charge of the civilian administration of the island until the United Nations can arrange to have fair, internationally monitored elections. You two will be in charge of keeping the peace. Can I trust you both to keep your ambition in check and the army in line while that plays out?”

      Pillay considered his words, then nodded. “We don’t want to see another madman take over either.”

      Reddy chuckled. “Besides, we don’t want you to come back and do to us what you’ve done to the General.”

      “The only way that’ll happen is if you screw up. But first we need to finish the job.”

      “What do you need from us?”

      Herron grinned.
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        * * *

      

      “Thanks guys. I’m good from here.”

      Two Fijian Army soldiers had escorted Herron to the rooftop, carrying his gear. They looked around, confirming there was nothing on top of the three-story building that’d harm Herron, then departed, leaving him with nothing but the tools of his trade for company.

      That was fine by him. He’d prefer to do this alone.

      He walked to the edge of the rooftop, to where the soldiers had dumped his gear – a rifle case and a man-portable missile launcher – and looked out over Suva, onto the back lawn of Government House. He’d been surprised the General had allowed this place to be built so close to the official seat of power, given the security risk it represented. Apparently it was owned by one of his cronies.

      Besides, he probably never considered that approving the building could put him at risk.

      Herron took his time preparing his arsenal. He assembled the rifle, loaded and sighted it, then examined the launcher. It was less familiar to him than the other weapon, but he was confident enough to use it if he needed to.

      He was locked, loaded and ready to go.

      Pillay had given him a headset. He put it on, connecting himself to the command network of the loyalist units. “Guillotine is in place.”

      There was a short pause, then Pillay’s voice came over the air. “Sledgehammer is ready to proceed on your call.”

      Herron was a man with a vast amount of experience in dealing death, but he’d never fired the starter’s gun quite like this. He was looking forward to the show. “Execute.”

      Right on cue, the units surrounding Government House implemented their part of the plan, unloading tank rounds and machine gun fire at the compound. The fusillade unleashed a cacophony of noise, but Herron knew it’d do little more than that. The assault wasn’t aimed at anything except the stone walls of the colonial-era fortress, which were as strong as steel.

      But the effect on the defenders was instant.

      Herron watched as they ducked down lower into their makeshift defensive positions – hastily dug trenches and sandbag emplacements – and prepared for the inevitable assault on the front gate. Inside, he expected it to be the same, the last of the General’s true believers rallying for their do-or-die last stand.

      He wondered about the psychology of such men in these kinds of circumstances, readying to sacrifice themselves to protect a tyrant against overwhelming odds. What drove them? Was it fear? Was it the hope of fantastic reward in the event of an unlikely victory? Was it simple delusion, a completely misplaced confidence in the face of oblivion?

      He lifted his binoculars to his eyes. Whatever motivated those men, they’d probably live to reflect on it. Neither Pillay nor Reddy were confident of forcing the gate of Government House. They expected the loyalists to be heavily armed and ready to fight to the last, exposing their own troops to a massacre.

      But it was the situation at the back of Government House that Herron was interested in. He figured the General had three options to respond to the attack on his headquarters. He could stay inside and wait until Pillay’s men beat the door down, he could surrender before that happened or he could flee.

      It took a while – and a few more tank rounds – but finally the General made his decision.

      Herron watched through the binoculars as the General walked out the rear entrance, surrounded by Konrote and four black-clad ISF men. It seemed fitting the General would breathe his final breath as a coward, a man running away from danger while he sent the last of those who believed in him to their deaths.

      The deposed leader and his entourage stopped near the back lawn of Government House and a moment later it became apparent what they were waiting for – a helicopter.

      Herron heard the helicopter before he saw it. Flying in from behind him at high speed, it was a big military transport that’d have all the range it needed to get the General anywhere on the island. Pillay had told him that the General kept a loyalist air crew on standby at all times and that evacuation by helicopter was the plan in the event the General’s position was threatened.

      It was playing out exactly like that.

      He placed the binoculars on the ground and picked up the boxy surface-to-air missile launcher, one of the few in Fiji’s arsenal. He lifted it to his shoulder and looked through the sights. The chopper was lit up by the launcher’s thermal imaging like a Christmas tree in Rockefeller Plaza, and instantly the weapon achieved a target lock.

      Herron took a deep breath – a long, slow inhale and a relaxed exhale – and fired.

      The missile closed the distance on the chopper within a second, like an asteroid blazing towards a planet. He felt for the pilot and crew, but Pillay had told him they were fanatics, the last Fijians ever to die under the General’s reign of terror. No more people would be massacred, imprisoned, tortured or forced to live under the heel of a brutal dictator.

      The helicopter exploded in a flash, brightening the night sky as its fuel tank blew. Flaming wreckage crashed down on the helipad, where the useless hunk of smoldering metal continued to burn like a star gone supernova.

      Herron put down the launcher, its job done, and took up the sniper rifle, the second tool that’d help him prevent the General from escaping. As he aimed through the scope, the General seemed to be looking right at him, confused at the downing of his chopper and fearful of what it signified.

      The Fijian dictator was a sadist who tortured his enemies, murdered their families, rewarded his cronies, sold out his country to foreigners. He had no redeeming features. He deserved to die.

      Herron pulled the trigger.

      The top of the General’s head exploded, spraying brain matter over Konrote and the ISF men around him. The Fijian leader’s body slumped to the beautifully tended lawns of Government House, an anti-climactic end of life for a piece of human trash. Herron then completed the job in short order, dropping Konrote right after the General.

      He lowered the rifle and ducked down behind the concrete wall that lined the rooftop. He spoke into his headset. “The guillotine has dropped. The General and Konrote are dead.”

      Within seconds, Herron heard a confirmation from Pillay in his earpiece, followed by several subordinate commanders congratulating him on a job well done. Slowly, the fire from Pillay’s forces slackened, then stopped entirely, as their officers told them it was over.

      Within a minute, all gunfire had ceased.

      Herron peered up again, using his binoculars to survey the scene. The ISF men had retreated inside Government House, leaving their leader’s body crumpled in the grass. The defenders at the front gate were still hunkered down, unsure why the forces outside had stopped their attack.

      Then came the first shouts over the loudspeakers, set up all around Government House by Pillay’s men, informing the defenders their leader was dead and imploring them to surrender. The speakers also boomed a promise they wouldn’t be harmed if they put down their weapons and put up their hands.

      Herron watched as the defenders caucused in small groups, enlisted men and officers alike. A few took it upon themselves to run into Government House to check on the status of their leader, and it didn’t take long before a pair of soldiers found the General dead on the lawn. It was over soon after.

      Herron sat on the ground, his back against the concrete wall and the rain pouring down on him. He closed his eyes and let out a long sigh. It felt like he’d been fighting for months, when really he’d only been on Fiji for a few weeks.

      When he’d killed the Master in London and destroyed the last remnants of the Enclave, he’d sworn he was done with killing. He’d sailed the Pacific and built a peaceful life. He’d been happy. Then the General had forced his hand and made him kill again.

      He regretted the lives taken in the last few days, no matter the positive outcome. The only way he could live with it was if Pillay and Nath lived up to their end of the bargain and made Fiji a better place, and was comforted by the knowledge they were good men who cared about their country and its people.

      He opened his eyes again.

      The mission he’d started a decade ago was accomplished.

      At last, he’d set things right.
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        * * *

      

      He walked along the pier to his yacht, smiling when the vessel came into view. Although the Royal Suva Yacht Club’s main building was still a burnt-out shell after the fire Herron had started, there were signs of life returning to normal on the island. Several boats had arrived or were preparing to depart, locals and visitors alike appeared happy, and the sun was shining brightly.

      The same story was playing out across Fiji as the shackles of the General’s control loosened. The troops were off the streets, all members of the ISF had been arrested and an inquiry had been established to determine if politicians and bureaucrats should also face charges. Life was returning to normal.

      Herron had stuck around for a few days to keep an eye on the transition, but he had enough faith in Pillay and his men to do the right thing. He’d warned the Colonel that he’d be watching, no matter how much time passed and where in the world he ended up.

      Now, it was time for him to go, but first there was one more thing to do.

      He waited patiently by his yacht, looking down at his watch every few moments. Eventually, Jone Nath arrived, beaming with joy.

      “Good to see you, Jone.” Herron held his arms wide. “I’m sorry it took us a few days to figure things out.”

      Since escaping from prison, he hadn’t been able to find out what had happened to Nath after his incarceration. As the dust of the revolution had settled and the military had established control, however, things had become clearer.

      The two men hugged like long-lost brothers, men who’d spent less than a day together but whose lives had been connected by monumental events over the course of a decade.

      After a second, Nath pulled away. “I’m sorry I betrayed you, my friend, but they had me cornered and they threatened to kill Lynda if I didn’t tell them where you were.”

      “I can handle myself.” Herron shrugged. Everything had worked out in the end, and it was hard to begrudge a man doing what needed to be done to save his daughter. “How did you get Lynda freed and still get the information out?”

      Nath didn’t respond immediately, suddenly self-conscious. “Well, I hid the USB somewhere they didn’t want to search. Then I sent the data to The New York Times, the US Stock Exchange and the FBI.”

      Herron laughed. “You did well. We’ve taken down the General and his cronies, and now you and Colonel Pillay will forge a new path.”

      Nath’s eyes widened. “Me…?”

      “That’s the price of your betrayal, my friend.” Herron grinned. “I don’t want the military taking over completely, so you’re going to work with the Colonel to administer Fiji until elections can be organized.”

      Stunned, Nath placed a hand on Herron’s arm. “I’ll do my best. Fiji owes you a great debt. If you’re ever in need of help, you simply need to ask.”

      Herron shook hands with him, one of the new leaders of Fiji. “Goodbye, my friend. I hope you and your family have a wonderful future. Give Veena and Lynda my best.”

      No further words were spoken, because none were needed. They’d been brothers in battle, now it was time to leave. Herron no longer wanted to be in Fiji, and Fiji no longer wanted him around to complicate things.

      Herron reached down to his feet, where a small plastic bag was rustling softly in the gentle breeze. He grabbed the bag and handed it out to Nath. His Fijian friend took the bag with a questioning look, but Herron simply nodded. Inside was a fortune, enough to live like a king on Fiji for decades.

      Without waiting for a response, Herron turned away from Nath, walked up the gangplank and onto his yacht. It felt like an eternity since he’d been aboard and he was excited to get back to open. As he set off, he waved once more to Nath, who’d waited on the dock.

      The Fijian man waved back, both men knowing it was the last time they’d see each other.
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        * * *

      

      Sometime later, safely back in international waters again, Herron set the yacht to autopilot and moved up to the deck. He stood at the back of the yacht, elbows resting on the railing, enjoying the serenity He’d fought so hard to get back to. Closing his eyes, he enjoyed the silence.

      Until somewhere below deck, something banged, like a book being dropped on the floor.

      Herron spun, drawing his pistol from the waistband of his shorts. Senses firing, he advanced, searching for a target as he walked down the stairs. If there was a threat, it was here between decks that he’d be most vulnerable, his body exposed to anyone who had nefarious intent.

      He made it to the bottom...

      …and saw Lynda standing in the corner of the cabin.

      Herron lowered his pistol as she stopped picking up the contents of a shelf that she’d knocked off. She gave a bashful smile, but he kept his face stone-neutral, waiting for her to explain herself. He couldn’t believe he’d have to return to Fiji after only just departing.

      When she didn’t speak he took a step closer to her, a stern look on his face. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

      Her eyes went down to the deck. “I told you I wanted to study postgraduate medicine in America or Europe. I want to see a little bit of the world first.”

      Herron scoffed. “And you decided to hitch a ride with me? You know nothing about me!”

      “I know you saved me. I know you saved my dad. I know you helped to liberate Fiji. That’s a good enough character reference for me.”

      “Then you’re a fool, Lynda.” Herron stuffed the pistol back into his waistband. “I’m taking you back home.”

      She crossed arms defiantly. “Fiji is my past. The world is my future.”

      Herron sized her up, suddenly feeling very old. In front of him was a smart young woman with the world at her feet. While he couldn’t begrudge her for wanting more, taking the opportunity in front of her when she didn’t have the resources to get it herself, he couldn’t take her with him either.

      He shook his head. “No.”

      As her face sank, her dreams crushed, Herron turned and headed for the wheelhouse. Although taking her back would cost him a few hours, he wouldn’t have any trouble sailing back into Fiji after the solid he’d just done for the country. Lynda would return to her home and her parents and he’d be alone.

      Lynda followed him, pleading her case, but he ignored her. When he reached the main deck, the sun was still shining and the sky was still a vibrant blue, but off into the distance something was different. A small Zodiac boat was approaching, with three or four figures inside.

      He squinted into the distance. “Lynda, get back below and lock yourself in the bathroom.”

      She frowned at him, her protest cut-off mid-sentence, then tracked his gaze to the Zodiac. “Why?”

      Herron hesitated, not sure he believed it himself.

      “They’re pirates…”
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      Mitch Herron shouted to be heard over the waves that crashed against the hull of his yacht and the constant buzz of the oncoming Zodiac boat’s engine. “Turn back!”

      The man at the tiller of the Zodiac ignored his demands. The jet-black inflatable, bearing its quartet of thugs armed with firearms and blades, kept on course.

      If they wouldn’t turn their boat around voluntarily, Herron would have to give them some more forceful encouragement.

      He levelled his pistol at the pilot, adjusted his aim for the rise and fall of the boat in the water, then fired. The pistol roared, the man slid over the side, and another took his place at the tiller. Herron sighed, irritated he had to kill to keep these men away from him, but they’d proven relentless, and the odds were stacked against him.

      Herron pocketed the pistol, its ammo spent. He’d seen off the occupants of two previous boats, plus the man he’d just downed. Nine shots for nine kills was a range score anyone would be proud of, but here in the real world he now faced three more armed assailants without the firepower to defend himself from range.

      The hijackers seemed to realise he was out of ammo, because when no further shots boomed at them, they let out visceral howls of victory. They thought they had him cold, a lone sailor trapped in the middle of the ocean. They didn’t know Herron had made a career of killing far more dangerous threats than them.

      Herron gripped the yacht’s wheel as the Zodiac thudded against the hull and, a second later, the first grappling hook flew over the side and caught against a rail. Teeth clenched in his determination to stop them getting aboard, he reached out for the throttle and pushed it to full speed.

      The engine roared in response, and he spun the wheel back-and-forth aggressively, to no effect. One thug appeared over the side. Then another. Then the third.

      His evasive manoeuvres foiled, Herron let go of the wheel and pulled back on the throttle. Now he’d have to do it the hard way.

      He crouched down and reached into the safe inside the life jacket compartment, still unlocked from retrieving the pistol. He came out with a few stacks of cash and a combat knife, put everything in his pockets, and locked the safe. Then he left the wheelhouse to confront the attackers.

      “Don’t shoot!” He shouted as he approached the hijackers with his hands up. “Please, I have money!”

      “Anyone else on board?” The pirate closest to Herron spoke in broken English, a broad grin on his face. “Any more guns or other weapons?”

      “No more guns and nobody else on board.” Herron stopped ten yards from Smiley. “I’ve got cash in my pocket. I’ll give it to you if you leave.”

      “You should have jumped overboard.” Smiley laughed and took a few steps closer. “Now we’re going to take your money, your boat and your life.”

      Herron’s face remained expressionless, although he wanted to smile. When he’d seen the first Zodiac, he’d believed he could see the attack off; he’d still had confidence when he’d spotted the second. But the third was more than he could handle with a small yacht and a now-empty pistol. To have a chance, he’d need to get up close and personal, and Smiley was playing right into his hands.

      He feigned fear. “Let me get the cash for you…”

      “Slowly.” Smiley waved his pistol at him. “If there’s enough, we might let you jump after all.”

      Herron reached into his pocket, gripped a rolled-up wad of US dollars, and threw it underarm. As the cash soared through the air, Smiley and his two accomplices tracked its trajectory… which was exactly what Herron had hoped for. He dug into his pocket again.

      And threw the knife right at Smiley.

      It flew like a pitcher’s fastball and buried itself in the hijacker’s chest. As Smiley cried out, Herron closed the distance between them and pulled the knife free. A stream of blood came with it, but it was a trickle compared to the gush of crimson that washed over Herron as he slit the stunned man’s throat.

      With only a few seconds to capitalize on his advantage, Herron charged at the next closest hijacker and hit him like a line-backer. The crown of his head destroyed the man’s jaw, the force of the impact knocking the pirate out. He sagged, and Herron lifted him over the side of the yacht.

      He vanished over the rail without so much as a scream.

      The last attacker yelled, and Herron turned in time to see a length of pipe en route to his head. Backed up against the guardrail, he blocked the blow with his forearm and grunted in pain as it hit, but a sore arm—perhaps even a fractured one—was better than a caved-in skull.

      Arm throbbing, Herron spoke through gritted teeth. “I’m going to shove that pipe up your ass.”

      The hijacker’s face flushed red, and he swung again. Herron lashed out with a strike to the throat, and the man stumbled backwards. The bar still hit Herron’s head, but with a fraction of the force it would have otherwise. Herron shrugged off the blow and pressed forward.

      When the next swing came, Herron caught the pipe, wrenched it from the pirate’s hand, and went on the offensive. He whaled on the man, all his pent-up fury and frustration taken out on the one target he had left. Soon, the last hijacker was curled up in a foetal position, barely conscious.

      Finished with the beating, Herron threw the pipe over the side of the boat and glared at the pirate. “I want to know how it feels.”

      The injured man groaned and rolled onto his side, his eyes wide. “How what feels?”

      Herron kicked him. “To attack someone with twelve-to-one odds and still lose.”

      Behind Herron, a woman cleared her throat. “I think you mean sixteen-to-two.”

      Herron froze as a knife pressed into his neck. Clearly, a fourth group of attackers had come aboard while he was busy. But it was worse than that. A new sneering pirate stepped into view, dragging a young girl with him. She struggled and squirmed, but could not break his grip.

      Lynda.

      She should have been hidden below deck.

      The daughter of a friend, she’d stowed away before Herron left Fiji, intent on using him as her ticket to see the world. He’d had no time to drop her off before the pirates had attacked—the best he could do was hide her and hope she’d stay put until the danger had passed.

      But his best hadn’t been good enough.

      The taste of failure was bitter, but Herron hadn’t survived in his profession by dwelling on mistakes or setbacks. He needed a new plan.

      “Let her go.” Herron paused, already regretting his next words. “I won’t resist.”

      “No,” Lynda yelled. “Don’t let them–”

      “This isn’t a negotiation,” interrupted the woman behind him, her blade unwavering at his throat. “If you resist, I’ll skin your passenger alive.”

      “And if I don’t?”

      “She might live.” A pause. “Even if you won’t.”

      Herron sighed. “Deal.”
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        * * *

      

      The woman slapped him hard across the face, then took a step back to survey her work. Blood flowed from Herron’s nose and onto his bare chest, slick with spit and the blood she’d already spilled. Tied to a chair in the wheelhouse and unable to move, he let the pain recede, keeping his eyes locked on his torturer.

      “I’m going to rip out your throat,” he snarled. “I promise you.”

      “A lot of men have promised that, but do you know the one constant with them?” She laughed. “They’re all dead.”

      Herron didn’t respond. His mind was a clouded soup of pain and fatigue. In the hour since the woman and her hijackers had captured him, they’d kicked the crap out of him. No bones had been broken—yet—but he figured that’d be next if he didn’t give them what they wanted.

      The contents of his secret safe.

      The woman could make all the threats she wanted, but that was something he would never give up. The safe contained his entire life—weapons, cash, identities, and cell phones. If he let her take it all, he’d be stateless and broke, an easy target for the law enforcement agencies and old enemies who were always just one step behind.

      She chortled as she paced in front of him. “It’s the thing I admire about the female widow spider. She gets what she needs from the males in her life and then disposes of them.”

      “Let me guess…” Herron snorted. “Your nickname is the Widow, and it impresses all your little hijacker friends?”

      Her features hardened. She was a short woman, Chinese—if he had to guess—and about thirty-five, rock hard, without a curve to be seen. She had the cold eyes of a killer who took pride in her work, a dangerous foe who might live up to her nickname if he gave her the chance.

      “Enough games.” She leaned in close and stroked his cheek softly, her voice a whisper. “Tell me the safe code.”

      Herron kept his mouth shut, although it would mean more pain, a continuation of her bloody work. So far, none of his injuries were too serious, but they were painful and bloody enough to shake Herron. And it was clear she was just getting started.

      “You’re not getting the code.” Herron’s words were a mumble, but her laugh told him she’d heard him well enough. “What’s funny?”

      “I suggest you change your tone.” The Widow turned to speak to one of the other hijackers in a language he didn’t know, then turned back to Herron. “You know this can only end one way.”

      Herron shifted his gaze as the man left the wheelhouse, and a few moments later, Lynda was marched in with a knife to her throat. She was trying to be brave, her lips pursed together, but her eyes showed terror—wide and desperate, and locked onto him in a silent plea for help.

      He’d first saved Lynda when she was a small child, taken by a sexual predator in Fiji and only moments from being assaulted. He’d helped her again less than a week ago, so he’d be damned if he was going to let her be hurt now.

      The Widow was right. There was only one way out of the situation.

      “It’s okay.” Herron forced a smile at Lynda, and when she returned it cautiously, he looked to the Widow. “The code for her safety?”

      The Widow nodded at the hijacker, who removed the knife from Lynda’s throat. Her smile, unlike Herron’s and Lynda’s, lacked all warmth. “You have my word.”

      “Seven. Four. One.” Herron paused.

      “No!” Lynda elbowed free of the hijacker and ran at the Widow. “Leave us alone!”

      Herron struggled against his restraints as Lynda rained blows on the pirate leader. The Widow was forced back a step as she shifted her focus to defend herself, but once the element of surprise was gone, she quickly gained the upper hand. She took two more ineffectual punches before slapping away a third blow and gripping the young woman by the throat.

      “I should flay you alive.” She grinned as she squeezed tighter, then fixed her gaze on her henchman who’d let Lynda escape. “Or you.”

      “The last number is one!” Herron shouted, forcing the attention of the hijackers back to him. “Seven, Four, One, One.”

      “See, that wasn’t so hard, was it?” The Widow gloated. “If the code is right, you’ll die, but she’ll live.”

      One hand still tight on Lynda’s neck, she pointed at her humiliated associate and then the safe. The henchman nodded and bent down to enter the combination. And as he entered the last number, Herron closed his eyes.

      There was a boom and, a second later, flames engulfed the wheelhouse as Herron’s booby-trap was tripped, the wrong code setting it off. The explosion shattered the windows and threw the hijacker back, his face and torso horribly maimed. The Widow screamed, releasing Lynda as she instinctively covered her face from the heat.

      Closer to the detonation, Herron felt like he’d been shoved into a furnace. He struggled to breathe, his lungs like they were filled with fire. “Fuck!”

      “Fool!” The Widow hissed, backing out of the wheelhouse. With the safe destroyed and the yacht now useless, escape was her only option. “You could have had a quick death. Now you and your friend will burn or drown!”

      Herron shouted curses at her as she slipped away, but a raging out-of-control inferno now engulfed the wheelhouse, so he only had a moment to act. The yacht was ablaze, and smoke was stealing the air—either fact could punch his departure ticket from the Earth—but his gambit had worked.

      Triggering the trap had been their only chance to escape the boat; now they just had to pull it off.

      He glanced at Lynda. Standing in the corner, she had been far enough from the explosion to escape injury, but she was obviously stunned, frozen in fear, her eyes locked on the blaze.

      “Lynda!” His shout snapped her out of it. “Use the knife to free me!”

      She blinked a few times, stared, and then ran over to him. She reached down to pick up the knife the dead hijacker had held to her throat, then got to work on the restraints. They were thick, so it took some time, all the while the pair of them inhaling black smoke from the blaze. Both were coughing by the time one hand was finally freed.

      “Give me the knife!” Herron held out his free hand and took it. “Now go!”

      She hesitated just a second, then nodded and ran for the door. The Widow might still be out there, but it was most likely she’d bailed, and the slight chance she’d stuck around was better than Lynda waiting for him and inhaling more smoke.

      He'd already gambled with far worse odds and won.

      He cut the restraints around his other wrist and then his ankles. He was stronger than Lynda, so he didn’t take as long as her, although he coughed hard as smoke continued to fill his lungs. Free at last, he scampered around the wheelhouse to retrieve two lifejackets and an emergency beacon.

      Nothing else was salvageable. The contents of his safe were ash. The price of saving their lives.

      As he moved, he looked around for any sign of the Widow, but she was gone. Despite the fury she’d stoked in the pit of his stomach, rivalling the fire that was consuming his home, Herron had to let her go.

      Lynda had her back pressed against the side rail of the yacht, staring at the blaze. “We have to save the boat…”

      “Forget it.” He shrugged, then quickly and roughly inspected her for any wounds or burns, then concluded she was fine. “We got lucky.”

      She didn’t look convinced, but she nodded. “What do we do now? That woman took the other boat!”

      Herron nodded. He’d expected that. But as he looked around the deck, he had a sinking feeling when he saw the yacht’s self-inflating lifeboats were missing. The hijackers had clearly tossed them overboard to prevent anyone from escaping. It made things desperate for Herron and Lynda.

      His back-up plan would have to do. “Strap up.”

      He helped Lynda into a lifejacket, then donned his own. After they were safely buckled in, he looked over his shoulder with wistful regret. By now, a third of the yacht was ablaze and the rest would soon follow. Herron watched his stricken home burn for just a second longer than necessary…

      … then he gripped Lynda tight and took them both over the side.
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      Herron gasped as he plunged into the Pacific, the water icy compared to the heat in the wheelhouse. As his head went under, he struggled to breathe and swallowed a few mouthfuls of salt water, but he got over the shock and quickly broke the surface. After a momentary panic at being unable to see Lynda, she too popped above the water.

      She coughed a few times, looking at him with wide eyes, as the pale light of the flames reflected off the surrounding water. “Mitch, I’m sorry…”

      “It’s just a boat.” Herron lied. “I just need you to hang tough for a minute and then I’ll get us out of here.”

      She nodded, and he led them in a swim around to the other side of the burning yacht. He didn’t have far to go, but it was still a struggle given the punishment he’d taken from the Widow. They skirted the yacht and found the Zodiac boat that Smiley and the others who’d made it aboard had used…

      It was a floating carcass, deflated rubber with bullet holes in it, with its engine nowhere in sight.

      The Widow had been good to her word. She really had intended for them to burn alive on the yacht or drown when they escaped it. The boat was useless. He’d underestimated her. She was a formidable foe.

      “Shit.” Herron’s voice was a whisper, because he didn’t want to alert Lynda to the fact that the situation was desperate. He turned to smile at Lynda. “We’re going to be okay.”

      “The other boat is gone, Mitch.” Lynda saw the reality as clear as he did. “What are we going to do?”

      Herron didn’t have a simple answer. His first plan had been to use one of his own lifeboats to get them to safety. Second, to use whichever Zodiac the Widow hadn’t taken. But his third was far more desperate, a plan that he found personally unsatisfactory but offered Lynda the best chance to survive.

      Herron reached into his pocket and pulled out the nautical emergency beacon he’d taken from the wheelhouse. He popped off the plastic cover and his thumb hovered over the black button. As soon as he pressed it, a message would be sent that they needed help.

      He felt ashamed for delaying for even a second, but he knew the second help arrived someone would piece it all together, figure out who he really was and arrest him. He’d be saving Lynda and condemning himself.

      But he had no other choice.

      He mashed the button.

      The process was now in motion. They had no food or water, no way to dry themselves and no way to keep them warm. All they could do was wait, bobbing in the water, watching the carcass of his yacht be overcome by fire.

      Seeing the boat burn, he felt regret. After he’d destroyed the Enclave and killed the Master, he’d been content with his nomadic life. But as the yacht succumbed, its husk slipping beneath the waves, he was unsure whether he’d been a fool to try hiding from his past.

      Like it or not, he’d be back in the spotlight soon enough.

      The yacht had long vanished under the sea, and Herron was growing ever more impatient for help to arrive. A few times, Lynda tried to speak with him, but he gave only the most basic responses. She soon got the point—understood his loss—and they had settled into silence—wet, cold, and powerless.

      Eventually, he spotted the grey speck far off in the distance—a helicopter. Soon there was the thump-thump-thump drumbeat of rotors overhead and the United States Navy chopper was doing a long and lazy loop around them.

      At last, it took up a position hovering near the Zodiac, and a sailor descended on a cable into the water. “Need some help?”

      “You could say that,” Herron replied.

      “Are either of you wounded?”

      “Cuts and bruises.”

      The sailor nodded and the rescue operation proceeded with all the usual efficiency of the United States forces. The sailor secured Lynda in a harness and winched her aboard the chopper first. A few minutes later, he returned and did the same for Herron. Neither man spoke—even if the roar of the rotor blades didn’t prevent chat, the sailor too focused on his work.

      Herron had nothing to say, anyway.

      He’d never expected to ride in a U.S. military transport chopper again. His entire career in the special forces had involved being flown in and out of remote places, tasked with completing the most tough missions. But he’d never felt such a sense of dread as he did now, because at any moment he’d be exposed and there was no way to avoid it. On top of the loss of his yacht, losing his false identity would herald a new beginning for Herron.

      A forced rebirth.

      Perhaps noticing the look of unease on his face, the sailor who’d rescued them tapped Herron’s arm and opened his headset comms. “What happened?”

      “We were attacked by pirates.” Herron paused, because everything else was a lie. “They took our valuables then torched the boat.”

      The sailor sighed. “If you’d sounded the alert earlier, we might have been able to save you from too much trouble.”

      “It all happened so fast…” Herron could hardly say that he’d fought off almost all the pirates himself. “What’s the U.S. Navy doing this far out of the way?”

      If the sailor noticed the change of topic, he didn’t mention it. “We’ve been on patrol in these waters for months—it’s a multinational effort to police piracy—but we’re spread pretty thin.”

      “You were close enough to help us out.” Herron forced a smile. “So that’ll do me for the time being.”

      “You’ll both be fine.” The sailor grinned. “Good old Uncle Sam will make sure you’re well taken care of.”

      Herron’s nod masked his thoughts.

      That’s what I’m worried about.
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      Herron had been out of the military for a decade—since he’d turned his back on the special forces and been enlisted by the Enclave—yet riding in the chopper felt like coming home. The canvas seat like sandpaper on his skin, the safety harness that didn’t fit quite right, the uniformed men seated across from him…

      Dampened as it was by his headset, the constant thunder of the rotors was like a drumroll marking the end of this act of Herron’s life. He sat in silence, occasionally glancing at Lynda—who seemed relieved and relaxed after their near miss——and used the time to ready himself for what was to come.

      Because he was sure conflict was on the way.

      The voice of the sailor who’d rescued them filled Herron’s headset. “You’re both going to be just fine!”

      Herron gave him a thumbs up, because his false identity would last even less time if he looked unhappy about being rescued. “I appreciate you helping us!”

      “Anytime, pal.” The sailor smiled. “What’s your name, anyway?”

      “Dave Walsh.” Herron gave the name of one of his many false identities now at the bottom of the ocean. “Are we almost there?”

      The sailor nodded and, a minute later, the pilot reported over comms that they were close to landing. Herron looked out the windows of the chopper until he spotted a speck off in the distance—most likely an Arleigh Burke class destroyer, the setting for the next chapter of this strange day.

      The chopper arced wide around the destroyer before hovering above the rear helipad. Already on the deck, near to another helicopter, Herron could see a welcoming party of a handful of sailors. That alone didn’t trigger any alarm bells, but one other detail about the group sure as hell did.

      Their assault rifles.

      Herron kept as still as the dead while the chopper landed and powered down. The clatter of the rotors was replaced by the chatter of the crew, and he watched closely as one sailor climbed out of the chopper, then helped Lynda down onto the deck. He moved to follow.

      “Not so fast, Mr Walsh.” The sailor who’d rescued them clamped a hand on his shoulder. His earlier cheer had been replaced by a steely expression. “Captain wants you in the officers’ wardroom.”

      Herron’s muscles tensed instinctively, ready to explode with violence… but first he had to resolve this peacefully, for Lynda’s sake. “I want to go with her.”

      “Your friend will be fine.” The sailor kept his hand on Herron’s shoulder. “You’re going for a debrief.”

      Herron stared at him for a few seconds, but the meaning was clear, and the navy man would not back down. Keeping their heads low as they moved out of the rotor’s arc, he followed the sailor off the pad and towards Lynda.

      “End of the line for our partnership, Lynda.” Herron tried to force a smile, but he doubted it was convincing. “Go with these sailors. They’ll take care of you from here and see you safely back to Fiji.”

      Her face was ashen, as if she’d only just realized they might be separated. “I stowed away so I could go with you, Mitch.”

      “That’s not an option anymore.” He waited while the reality sank in, then didn’t back away when she sobbed and stepped forward to hug him. He wrapped his arms awkwardly around her. “It’ll be okay.”

      “I’m sorry.” She pressed her head against his chest. “If it wasn’t for me, you wouldn’t have used the beacon and put yourself in danger.”

      “You’re wrong.” Herron lied. She was a perceptive kid. “Go home, go to school and do something great with your life.”

      She pulled away and smiled at him, clearly upset but trying to put a brave face on it, just like she had when they’d threatened her on the yacht. “You’ll come visit me in Fiji, won’t you? Mitch?”

      Herron winced inwardly at her use of his real name—a quick glance at the nearby sailor showed that he’d caught the mistake—and then he nodded, although he knew he’d never see her again. She was whisked away by the unarmed sailors, his own path blocked by a pair of sailors armed with assault rifles.

      Herron fronted up to the sailors. Their weapons were pointed at the deck, but their bodies were stiff and their faces hard, which was enough to show him where he stood. “Am I being arrested?”

      “You’re being debriefed, but you can call it whatever you like.” One sailor replied, his voice hard. “Come with us voluntarily or we’ll drag you. Makes no difference to me.”

      There was no point arguing—yet. Normally he’d fight or run or hide in the shadows, but that was useless on a U.S. Navy destroyer in the middle of the ocean. He’d known the second he hit the emergency distress beacon that his old life of quiet and seclusion was over—if it had ever been real to start with—and now there was nothing he could do to stop it.

      Herron took a deep breath and looked around. In the faces of the sailors guarding him, he saw a bunch of children, junior ranks who were oblivious to the horrors of the battlefield. They weren’t part of some grand plot to bust him and deliver him stateside, at least not yet, rather regular sailors tasked to help civilians only to find one they weren’t sure about.

      As if to illustrate the point, a medic stepped away from the welcoming party and moved across to him. She couldn’t be more than mid-twenties, fresh to the service. “Try to relax, you’re in good hands.”

      “Sorry, I’m just on edge after the hijacking.” Herron spoke slowly. “I’m not used to seeing so many guns.”

      “Understandable.” Her voice was kind and concerned. “Come with me. I’ll take care of your cuts and bruises while you wait for the captain….”

      There was no other choice but to follow her off the deck and into his new life.
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      Herron winced as the medic applied antiseptic to a laceration down his left cheek, one of the many injuries on his face. “That hurts more than the cut did.”

      “Then you should avoid getting cut.” She gave him an impish grin. “Anyway, I’m done with you now.”

      “Glad to hear it.” He waited for her to take a step back, although not very far in the tiny cell he was in. “How’s Lynda doing?”

      “The woman you arrived with?” The medic raised an eyebrow as she removed her latex gloves and pocketed them. “She’s fine now she’s dry and warm.”

      “Okay.” Herron didn’t press the issue with her—she was a just a junior sailor doing her job—instead he’d hold his fire until the captain showed up. “Thanks.”

      When she departed his cell at last, they left a guard outside the door. He hadn’t been left alone at any point, the sailors clearly keen to understand who they had in their midst before he was given any freedom.

      That thought depressed him. Because if he was under such close guard now, how would the sailors react when they inevitably cracked the veneer of his false identity? His fake credentials were good, but would they stand up to a determined interrogation by an already suspicious crew?

      One call to the CIA or the FBI, plus a bit of time, would probably be enough.

      Still, if he had to wait around for the captain to show, he’d done it in worse places. He’d spent days laying prone in the mud—staring down a rifle scope, pissing and shitting in place, and getting no sleep—so waiting on a bed in a climate-controlled cell was easy.

      An hour later, Herron almost choked when the captain walked through the door, limping heavily, but otherwise projecting authority. “You’ve got to be kidding me…”

      “Walsh?” The new arrival, a tall and muscular man, grinned down at Herron. “Who the hell is Walsh?”

      Any hope Herron’s false identity would hold up was detonated instantly. He sat up in the bed. “Laidlaw. Didn’t expect to see you here.”

      Captain Jerome Laidlaw laughed. “I’m not sure if I should shake your hand, arrest you or shoot you.”

      Herron stood, reached out and shook Laidlaw’s hand. “Given where we left things in Sinaloa, I’d put good money on the latter.”

      Laidlaw limped over to Herron and slapped him on the shoulder a few times. “It’s really damn good to see you again, Mitch.”

      “Bullshit.” Herron scoffed. “You’ve got the most wanted man on the planet aboard your ship. There’s no way you’re happy about it.”

      Laidlaw limped from the cell and returned a second later with a bottle of tequila and two glasses. He poured a hefty dose in each, then slid one to Herron. “Didn’t have any ice, so this will have to do.”

      “Been a while.” Herron held his glass up in a makeshift salute, then took a sip of the drink. It burned and instantly reminded him of the last time he’d had it. “You owed me a bottle.”

      Laidlaw grinned and took a sip of his own. “I haven’t forgotten. In fact, I developed a bit of a taste for it.”

      The drink gave Herron a flashback to that time as well, serving with Laidlaw off the coast of Sinaloa, Mexico. Herron had been in charge of a small special forces unit charged with interdicting the supply of illegal narcotics into the United States, while Laidlaw had been in charge of the ship ferrying them around the coast.

      The mission had gone for six months. It had been bloody work, with no quarter asked or given, a battle to the death against a cartel with billions of reasons to fight back. In months, Herron’s team had blown up a half-dozen manufacturing facilities and warehouses, destroyed several aircraft used to fly supply over the border, and assassinated over twenty high-value targets.

      Eventually, the cartel had stopped trying to defend itself and fought back. Unable to find Herron’s team in the field, they’d instead targeted Laidlaw’s ship after a leak in the Mexican military had revealed its location. The ship had been attacked while in port to re-supply, several of the crew killed and many wounded, and Laidlaw had been shot in the leg.

      Then Herron’s team had arrived.

      Fresh from shove leave, the special forces squad had been low on sobriety but high on enthusiasm. They’d helped the sailors defending the ship to turn the tables. Herron himself had put down the sicario who’d been preparing to hold Laidlaw hostage to extract concessions from the U.S. government.

      A bottle of tequila smashed over the killer’s head had ended that threat.

      In the aftermath, the mission had been ended, the Pentagon declaring mission accomplished and not willing to risk further attacks. Herron had been moved on to other missions, Laidlaw had healed and then been given command of another vessel, and the two of them had never got to taste the brand of tequila in the bottle he’d smashed over the Mexican’s head.

      Until now.

      They spoke deep into the night, Laidlaw summarising his career since Herron had last seen him—long, distinguished, faultless. He had no family, a navy man who lived for the job and had been rewarded with command of a destroyer, one of the youngest captains to ever notch that achievement and with plenty more to come. He still had the limp, but otherwise the attack in Sinaloa hadn’t impacted his career.

      “What about you, Mitch?” Laidlaw’s voice suddenly took a serious tone. “I don’t buy this bullshit about you sailing the seven seas on your yacht.”

      Herron briefly weighed-up whether he should tell Laidlaw the truth. If his name was fed into a computer all would be revealed anyway, but it was more than that. Did their shared history and the fact Laidlaw hadn’t already called in his identity mean he could trust his old comrade?

      “When I left the military, I became a contract killer for a black-ops agency that purported to work for the US government.” Herron crossed his arms across his chest as Laidlaw listened in stone-faced silence. “They deceived me, so I destroyed them. Now every intelligence agency on Earth wants me dead.”

      “That mess in London...” Laidlaw finally spoke. “I did wonder why you’d go to such lengths to put yourself on Interpol and the FBI’s shit list.”

      “Now you know.” Herron took a sip of his drink, his eyes never leaving Laidlaw. “So, what are you going to do?”

      “I’m not going to expose you.” Laidlaw laughed and then scratched his chin, like he was properly considering an idea he’d only toyed with previously. “We might be able to help each other out.”

      “Go on.”

      “I have a problem your unique blend of conflict resolution might help with. In return for keeping your presence here hidden.”

      “And the crew will go for it?”

      “Sure, if it gets them home faster.” Laidlaw shrugged. “They’ve been stuck out here for months, away from families and friends, watching paint dry.”

      “What’s the issue?”

      “Like always, they have not given us enough resources to do the job properly.” Laidlaw scoffed. “Right now, we’ve been assigned three ships to cover half an ocean.”

      It was a common problem. The generals and bean counters were happy to overwhelm a traditional enemy on the field of battle, but less intense problems—like asymmetric conflict against a crude group of pirates—got cents in the dollar applied to them.

      “The lack of resources makes our job impossible.” Laidlaw continued as he poured himself another glass of tequila and topped up Herron’s. “We’re told to stop the hijackings, but the best I can do is send choppers to the ships they hit.”

      “The locals can’t handle it?”

      Laidlaw sighed. “The President of the Philippines denies the piracy is based out of his country and refuses to lift a finger to do anything to help stop it. ‘Why not the CIA or the special forces?’ will be your next question, but…”

      “But the current American President is sensitive to claims of western imperialism in a former territory, so he’s refusing to do anything more than police international waters.”

      Laidlaw grinned. “You do still read the news.”

      “Why not just launch a Tomahawk at their base?”

      “Because bombing poor towns and villages doesn’t go over well in the press.” Laidlaw sipped his drink. “Not that it matters, I don’t know even where the base is.”

      “The Vietnam Paradox.” Herron let the words hang heavy in the air. “How do you remove a cancer from otherwise healthy tissue?”

      “You use a damn sharp scalpel.”

      Herron leaned forward on his elbows. “I’m out of the business.”

      “And helping me will keep you out of it.” The meaning in the captain’s words was clear. “What do you think?”

      Herron drained his whiskey. He could understand Laidlaw’s need and why he was asking, but it still felt like blackmail. But in the captain’s position, Herron might have done the same. “All right.”

      “That’s what I wanted to hear.” Laidlaw finished his own drink. “You’re still spending the night in the brig, though.”

      Herron tensed. “Why the hell would I do that?”

      Laidlaw frowned in confusion, then relaxed. “You really are paranoid, just like always. I need to keep you hidden. The more people see you on board, the harder it is not to report you being here.”

      “And I don’t want to do that.” Herron laid back down on the bed and closed his eyes, satisfied with the bargain he’d made, even though he knew it was blackmail. “I never knew you cared so much.”

      “I suggest you get some rest.” Laidlaw stood, gathered the glasses, and headed for the door. “Because it might be a while before you next can.”
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      Some hours later, Herron opened his eyes to the sound of a cough. Laidlaw stood in the doorway with a pair of duffel bags.

      “Hope you got some sleep.” The captain’s voice was deadpan as he dropped the bags by Herron’s bed. “Meet me outside when you’re ready.”

      Laidlaw left as Herron rubbed his face and sat up. He bent down and examined the bags. One was filled with water, provisions, clothes, and footwear; the other held a combat knife, a suppressed submachine gun, a suppressed pistol, spare magazines, and a Manila folder filled with printed-out reports and photographs.

      He got to work on the small stack of intelligence reports—it was as close to a mission brief as he was going to get, everything the Navy had on the pirates and the series of villages in eastern Philippines they were believed to operate from.

      It seemed they had been sitting on intel about one member of the hijacking ring for a while—Herron was to go to his home and start working his way up the food chain. He studied the photographs and satellite imagery of the man’s hometown, then moved on to the rest of the pack. It was general intelligence about the hijackers, their targets, and their tactics. There wasn’t a lot, but it gave him a better idea about the group than he’d had before: they’d terrorised twenty-seven vessels in one year, dressing up their attacks as a statement against wealthy oppressors. Their tactics were aggressive and, except for Herron and Lynda, they’d left nobody left alive on the ships they’d attacked. They struck, killed everyone, took what they could and then melted away before help could arrive.

      A few times, he stopped to eat or take a swig from his canteen—when he was eventually done with the intelligence dossier, he burned it all with a Zippo lighter Laidlaw had included in the duffel bag. By the time the files were nothing but ash, he was prepared to set out, far more informed than before.

      Now he knew the pirate’s motivation: profit, above all else, but with enough of a veneer of anti-imperialism to allow them to hide among the locals.

      He knew their victim profile: soft targets that belonged only to western countries—yachts and cargo ships with small crews that could be easily overwhelmed.

      He knew their methods: shock and awe, overwhelming crews with waves of attackers, until they could ransack the vessel.

      He knew the villages American intelligence suspected housed them: none were far inland, the nearest close enough for Herron to reach on foot within a day.

      But, best of all, he knew where to start.

      He dressed in the tactical gear, stuffed the remaining equipment into the bag and left the brig. Laidlaw was waiting outside and led him through the ship. The crew members they came across didn’t make eye contact and, as far as they were concerned, he didn’t exist.

      He was a phantom.

      Herron wasn’t surprised. Since 9/11, servicepeople in all branches of the military were used to being in proximity to covert operations. Here, their captain had ordered them to ignore anyone unusual aboard their ship, so they did.

      Eventually, they reached the rear of the ship, where the rescue helicopter waited in silence and darkness. Herron’s first thought was that he’d be flying out to complete his mission, but Laidlaw moved past it and continued to the stern, where a pirate Zodiac waited, ready to be winched down to the water.

      “We retrieved it after a previous attack.” Laidlaw answered the unasked question. “We even hosed out the blood.”

      “Okay. Just point me in the right direction and I’ll get moving.”

      “We’re off the coast of the Philippines and as far as my men are concerned, Operation Azure Backlash is an official job well above their pay grade.”

      “So, no help there then.”

      “You’ll have the area of operations to yourself, because nobody else will lift a finger to stop this problem.” Laidlaw clamped a hand down on Herron’s shoulder. “It’s all up to you now.”

      “How aggressive you want me to be with these guys?”

      “They’re animals who prey on the vulnerable.” Laidlaw stared out into the dark, unseeing. “I want them eradicated.”

      Herron nodded and then saluted Laidlaw. Despite the blackmail, he was still glad he’d run into Laidlaw rather than some other captain. “I’ll get the job done.”

      Laidlaw returned the salute. “Nobody aboard this ship will expose that you’ve been here. I can’t promise anything more.”

      Without further delay, Herron tossed the bag into the boat and then climbed inside, then waited as the boat was lowered into the ocean. When it was in the water, he fired up the engine, checked his compass, and eased the Zodiac away from the destroyer and within a few minutes found himself alone.

      He settled in for the long journey to land with only the soft buzz of the boat’s engine for company, alone with his thoughts under the stars as he had so often been before, sailing the Pacific on his yacht. Would this be the last time, given he’d lost his home and been pulled back into his old life?

      Was it even possible for a man like him to live in peace?

      He contemplated the question as the boat chewed up the miles to shore, his mood lifting as the first ray of sunshine peered over the horizon. Within minutes, the sunrise was a welcoming beacon dead ahead of him and soon after, and the shore came into sight.

      The boat cut through the waves, and Herron beached it on the sand. A quick look around showed there was no sign of anyone nearby. It was all surf, sand, and palm trees—paradise. Except Herron knew that, somewhere in the jungle, there was a big enough threat to cause the deployment of a United States Navy flotilla.

      A big enough threat to drag him back into the life he’d sworn to leave behind.

      After one last check to make sure nobody had spotted him, Herron hefted the duffel bag over his shoulder, climbed out of the boat and dragged it up onto the sand. It only took a minute to reach the treeline, at which point he pulled out his combat knife and went to work. With more gusto than necessary, he slashed the rubber inflatable in a dozen places, collapsing the boat.

      He took a minute to hide the remains against the trunk of a tree and then cover it with foliage. Ideally, he’d bury it, but he didn’t have the time or the tools for that. He had to get away from here fast in case he’d been spotted. Still, by the time he was done, he was satisfied someone would need to step right nearby to see the boat, which was good enough.

      Leaving it behind. Herron disappeared into the trees.
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      Herron ran a hand through his hair. It had been slowly receding over the past few years, but whatever he lacked, the day-long trek through the Philippine jungle on the way had replaced with sweat. That and, if he was being honest, too much inactivity on a boat.

      Although he’d made a brief return to his old life to stop a civil war in Fiji, Herron felt his edge had dulled a little. He was a little older, a little slower. In Fiji, it hadn’t mattered; here, he doubted it would either, but it made him wonder if he’d have what it took when faced with a genuine threat. One only the best could overcome.

      Like a fellow assassin or a team of elite killers.

      The thought still on his mind, Herron wiped his sweaty hand on his shorts and continued inland through some of the hardest terrain he’d yet encountered. It would have been easier to take the road towards the town, and he might have been able to hitch a ride, but that would have cost him the chance to scout his first objective—the home of the hijacker identified in the dossier.

      He checked his compass to confirm he was still on the right path, then continued overland. Sweat continued to drip down his face, his hair and his clothes wet with perspiration. A few times, nasty-looking bugs landed on him, ready to take a bite—he smashed them into pulp with a quick slap.

      Three miles out, he took a break. He wanted to wait until darkness before he entered the town, yet nightfall was still half-a-dozen hours away. He rested with his back against a tree, in the sort of half-awake slumber common on a mission. It was restful, but he was ready to explode into action if needed.

      When sunset was near, he opened his eyes. With no great urgency, he ate his fill and sucked down some water, then he geared up and moved out. The last few miles were slower going than earlier because he was being more cautious, but he ran into no trouble.

      Finally, he reached a small hill that overlooked the town. Under the pale moonlight and a pair of streetlamps, he could see two rows of ramshackle houses—around two dozen in total—separated by a dirt road down the middle. There were a few rusted white sedans and pickup trucks parked along the street, but otherwise the only other sign of modernity was a flashing Coca-Cola sign on the side of what looked like the general store.

      He surveyed the settlement for twenty minutes, looking for any obvious defensive perimeter or armed guards, but failing to identify either. While he was sure at least one civilian in the town was involved in the pirate attacks, he did not know how far the cancer had spread. He might have to deal with a single criminal, or an entire town filled with them.

      He set off slowly, careful not to step on any dry branches or trip on a rock. His footfalls as soft as a whisper, he approached the town perpendicular to the main road that ran down its centre and headed behind one row of houses. Few had lights on, and he could see no significant activity inside any of them.

      He reached the rear of one of the illuminated houses and peered through a window. With lights on inside and darkness out, he could have been dressed in bright pink and still been invisible to anyone looking out, so he took his time seeing if anyone was home. Eventually, after a few moments, an older woman appeared in the living room and sat on a sofa, but there was no sign of his target.

      He repeated the process a few more times with other houses, those inside oblivious to the fox casing their henhouse. None of those he saw matched the photograph of the hijacker, and he lost patience. He needed to change things up.

      Careful to stay concealed, he moved along towards the general store with the neon Coke sign, which blazed like a sun on the dimly lit street. Here was the only real chance he’d get to quickly locate his target.

      He broke from the darkness and walked beneath the Coke sign, risking exposure for only a second, then hugged the shadows out in front of the store again before surveying the interior. An elderly man was behind the counter. He looked frail, and Herron figured he had little time left.

      That fact changed his plan of attack. In his old life, as a member of the Enclave, he would have set the store on fire as he’d originally planned; now, however, he wouldn’t cause trouble for a guy who couldn’t stand it.

      He sighed. “You’re too damn nice, Mitch…”

      Herron looked around for a new target as he reached into his pocket and pulled out his Zippo lighter. He settled on the carcass of a rusted old sedan right out front of the store. Keeping low, he skulked towards it and crouched down near the driver’s door. Sheltered from the street and confident the old shopkeeper wouldn’t spot him, he went to work.

      He tested the handle first and was pleased to find the rust bucket unlocked; better, the interior light failed to come on when the door was opened. Without delay, he set light to the soft interior features of the sedan—the fabric seat covers, carpets and floor mats—and then wound down the window. The job done, he closed the door and slinked away.

      While the fire took some time to take hold, once it did it quickly consumed the fuel inside the vehicle. Soon, the fire had spread through the whole car and to the foam of the seats themselves. Next, as the temperature increased and the flames became more intense, the soft plastics burned as well. Within minutes, the whole car was an inferno.

      All the while, Herron watched and waited.

      The first call of alarm came from the elderly store owner, who rushed outside and shouted for help, then valiantly tried to douse the flames with a fire extinguisher. He achieved little, nor did the few dozen people who spilled out of the houses and came running to help, the entire town ill-equipped to put out the blazing vehicle.

      But as everyone focused on the car, resigned to the fact that they’d failed to control the fire, Herron’s attention was elsewhere. In the light of the fire and the Coke sign, he scanned the faces of all those who’d come to help. Almost at once, he spotted the man he was looking for.

      It was time for a chat about the loss of his yacht.
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        * * *

      

      Hours later, once the town had settled back into slumber, Herron slid open a window of the hijacker’s house. It raised up smoothly on its runners, and he was glad he wouldn’t have to force the lock or break in. Silently, he climbed through, then closed the window behind him. Still as a corpse, he listened, alert for any sign that his intrusion had disturbed the occupants of the house.

      After a minute, he was confident enough to move.

      He stalked down the corridor and searched each room he passed. The bathroom, kitchen and small living room were empty, although the old television was turned on and muted. That left only the bedroom at the front of the house near the entrance. The door to the bedroom itself was closed, but it would be a mistake to assume the hijacker was asleep.

      Herron drew his pistol and eased the door all the way open. The man was on his back in the bed, eyes closed. He was young, his bare chest visible—rising and falling slowly—and his lower body covered by a threadbare blanket.

      He aimed the pistol at his sleeping target and searched the room for weapons, checking the side table and dresser. Then, satisfied there was nothing within reach, he clamped a hand down on the man’s mouth and pressed the barrel of the pistol against his skull.

      The hijacker inhaled sharply through his nose and his eyes shot open.

      Herron smiled down at him. In the darkness, dressed all in black, he figured he looked like death himself. Now he had the man’s attention, he whispered. “Do you speak English?”

      The man nodded quickly.

      “Good.” Herron flicked on the lamp and stepped away from him. “Lower the bedcovers slowly with your hands in my sight. If you do anything stupid, I’m going to put a bullet in your head.”

      The hijacker nodded and pushed down the bedsheets. Herron flicked his eyes between the man and the areas of the bed that were newly exposed, alert for any hidden weapon. But by the time the sheet was down near the foot of the bed, it was clear there were no nasty surprises. Satisfied, Herron took another step back, but kept the gun aimed at the kid.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Carlos Bautista.” The kid stammered the words, eyes locked on the pistol. “Why are you here?”

      Herron gave a bitter laugh. “Someone hijacked my boat.”

      Bautista sighed. He understood now. “What do you want to know?”

      “Where can I find your boss?”

      Bautista shook his head. “You don’t know what dealing with.”

      “So, tell me.”

      “I don’t–”

      Herron moved in and slapped him across his ear. “Talk.”

      “Okay!” Bautista sat up in the bed. “I don’t know who is in charge. They send us a message with the target and starting location. We meet at the location, and our boats and weapons are already there.”

      “You know nothing ahead of time?” Herron raised an eyebrow. “Not the other hijackers? Times or dates?”

      Bautista shook his head. “It’s all done via WhatsApp. We meet at the boats, do the job, and then go our separate ways. I don’t know anyone else, and they don’t know me.”

      “But you’re happy to steal with them…”

      “I won’t apologize for doing what I have to do to live.” Bautista practically spat the words at him. “Things aren’t exactly great around here.”

      “What do you do with the cash and the items you steal? FedEx them to whoever is coordinating the job?”

      “One of us delivers it to the capital at a specific place and time that they message to us. I can’t give you a location because they change all the time.”

      Herron sighed. A network so dispersed was hard to disrupt—you were always one step behind, and even if you squashed one target, another simply emerged. U.S. intelligence had dealt with that problem during the War on Terror, and it applied here equally. He couldn’t hit one target or one location and declare the job a success. He’d have to do it the hard way.

      Herron levelled the pistol at Bautista again. “I want your phone and the next piece of the puzzle—a name or location to get me off your ass and onto someone else’s.”

      “The phone is in the pocket of my jeans. I have nothing else to give you. Everything is done through the phone.”

      Herron dug the handset out of the pants and tucked it away. With a lead to the next link in the chain secured, he had no further need for Bautista. In the past, he would have snipped off the loose end with no qualms—just another victim in a business they’d both chosen—but he’d sworn those times were behind him. Unfortunately, he couldn’t see how to let the pirate live and keep his mission secret.

      He let out a regretful sigh. “Close your eyes…”

      The phone in Herron’s pocket beeped.

      “That’s a job!” Bautista’s voice was frantic, all his defiance gone as his eyes flicked from Herron to the pistol, moments from death. “A job!”

      Herron kept his gaze and the pistol on Bautista. Was this some sort of trick or trap by a desperate man? He relented and pulled out the phone. The screen displayed a WhatsApp message in a language Herron didn’t understand, but that potentially gave him a way out of his ethical dilemma.

      He turned the phone towards Bautista. “Can you tell me the target?”

      “Sure.” The young hijacker’s voice trailed off as he read the message. “It’s a big one…”
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        * * *

      

      Herron kept the pistol jammed into Bautista’s back as they waited at the edge of the treeline, where the forest met the beach. He probably needn’t have bothered, because the pirate had done little to suggest he’d go rogue and risk a bullet, even as they’d driven in Bautista’s car to the meeting point.

      But Herron hadn’t lived this long in his profession by being careless.

      On the sand, three Zodiacs waited, just like the ones that had attacked his yacht. They looked pristine, like some deity had simply reached down and planted them on the shore. Bautista, meanwhile, was sticking to his story, reiterating that for each job he simply showed up to the coordinates he was given to find the boats and the other hijackers.

      The only difference this time was Herron’s presence.

      “Nobody will approach the boats if they see us together.” Bautista repeated himself for the third time. “You need to let me go if you want to join the raid.”

      “Horseshit. You already told me none of the hijackers know any others, so they’re just going to think I’m Johnny Pirate to your Tony Pirate. No, you’re not getting away that easy.”

      Bautista didn’t respond, his chance gone to scurry away like a rat. Even though he had been a model citizen and given Herron no reason to shoot him, it was still possible his information about the raids was bullshit or that he knew more than he’d revealed.

      Herron wouldn’t let him out of his sight until he knew for sure.

      Time passed and Herron grew ever more impatient for the other hijackers to arrive. A few times, cars drove along the road that separated the forest and the beach, but none of them was stopping to join a piracy attack in international waters.

      Herron was just about ready to give up when at last a car pulled off the road and stopped. A man got out, pulling on a dark ski mask. He jabbed Bautista in the back with the pistol. “Do you know him?”

      “No. We don’t share personal information.”

      “Right.” Herron lowered the weapon. “Then let’s get our costumes on.”

      They put on the balaclavas Bautista had supplied, and now they looked the part. Herron gestured with his chin towards the boats. He let Bautista take the lead, keeping his hand around the pistol, now in the pocket of his tactical pants.

      With his other hand, Herron greeted the new arrival, who was near the boats by now. The mystery hijacker reciprocated, which showed that they were friendly pirates, if nothing else. Soon enough, others appeared to join them: ten others, each of them male and masked.

      Herron stood back as the group prepared for the operation. None of it was by command: the group seemed democratic and chaotic, but clearly worked well enough together to have had some success over the past few months.

      No more.

      Herron removed the pistol from his pocket… only to have Bautista grip his wrist.

      Bautista kept his voice low. “You don’t understand. If you take them out here, the mission won’t go ahead…”

      Herron jerked his hand away, the pistol with it, and pocketed the weapon. “You better tell me something good.”

      Bautista checked no one had noticed their exchange, then leaned in close. “If the attack doesn’t happen, the leadership will know. They’ll schedule a shift change: our entire roster will be purged, and they’ll go find some new people to attack the boats.”

      “Just like that?”

      “The supply of men is plentiful, given the state of the economy. And it keeps the leaders protected.”

      “It’s happened before?”

      “I’m not sure. But they tell us that if one person fucks up, everyone is out of a job.”

      Herron thought about it, but only one thing didn’t stack up. “How do they know the attack has happened?”

      “When we’re close to the objective, we send them a WhatsApp message and a photo of the target.”

      Herron kept quiet for a few moments, amending his plans on the fly. He’d originally hoped to take out this group before the attack, and then wait for the message to Bautista’s phone informing him of the drop off for the loot. Then he’d just show up to take care of the leaders. But if Bautista spoke the truth, killing the hijackers now would sever Herron’s connection to the paymasters.

      None of the other hijackers had realized they’d been seconds from death. Their death might still come, but Bautista’s intervention had won them the opportunity to breathe for another hour or two. It had also meant that for Herron to have a shot at wiping out the network, innocent sailors would have to be attacked.

      It was brutal arithmetic for those men aboard the target ship but would serve the greater good.

      With the matter decided, Herron helped the others finished their preparations. Each hijacker chose their own vessel to travel in, then the boats got on their way. The buzz of the engines gave Herron flashbacks to the Zodiac swarm that had attacked his yacht, but he forced the images to the back of his mind.

      To pull this off, he was going to need to focus.
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      Herron closed his eyes and sucked in the sea air as the Zodiac he shared with Bautista and two other hijackers inched ever closer to their destination. Ahead of them, barely visible in the inky blackness, two more Zodiacs also approached the target: a container ship outlined by white lights all along its hull.

      The ship was enormous, so vast Herron’s yacht would have looked like a child’s toy next to it. An attack on such an enormous vessel by a dozen armed men in three small rubber boats seemed foolish, but Bautista had told him the container ship only had a small crew and was a prime target.

      The contents of the ship would be a smorgasbord of loot for the hijackers, a menu so vast that it was almost impossible to comprehend. Yet the pirates had been ordered to ignore the contents of the hold and focus only on one small strongbox. Bautista had said such an order was uncommon—usually the job was to simply take whatever items of value they could find.

      That piqued Herron’s interest.

      Whatever was inside that box, the pirate leadership had calculated it was worth a further escalation of the conflict. A yacht was one thing, but an attack on one of the giant, inviolable symbols of international trade would bring down a lot more heat. That seemed lost on the thieves doing the job, though.

      “Almost there!” Bautista shouted to be heard over the buzz of the engine, his eyes locked on Herron. “Everybody cool?”

      Herron nodded, but kept quiet. He was focused on the target vessel and the other Zodiacs in front of him. The collective drone of their engines made them sound like a swarm of locusts, which felt right, given the situation. Only Bautista knew Herron was here to control the pests.

      As they neared the ship, Bautista and the others pulled out satellite phones and took photos, sending them over WhatsApp to confirm the attack was imminent. Herron waited until all the phones were back in their pockets and the attention of the hijackers was back on the job. Then he got to work.

      “Wow!” Herron whistled, the sound masking his movement as he inched closer to the other hijackers. “Sure is big!”

      In one explosive burst, Herron shoved the pilot of the boat overboard in a mess of limbs. The man screamed before he disappeared beneath the waves—alive and able to stay that way if he could swim. That small mercy, however, was enough to alert Bautista and the other hijacker that there was a problem.

      Before either could react, Herron drew his pistol and aimed at them. While Bautista just stared, the remaining pirate tried to draw his own weapon. That mistake cost him the chance to jump overboard himself; Herron squeezed on the trigger twice, the shots hitting the man in the chest. He slumped to the floor of the boat.

      Herron kept his weapon trained on Bautista as he removed the balaclava from his head. When it was off, he breathed deeply. “Well, now we have a problem.”

      “You told me if I led you to the target, you’d let me live…” Bautista’s voice was panicked and desperate. “Please…”

      “You will not die…” Herron grabbed the lifejacket at his feet and tossed it underarm to Bautista. “Put that on.”

      The young man made no move to take the buoyancy aid. “If you turn the boat around, we can head back to the beach and have no part of this…”

      “I want to be part of this.” Herron snarled, rapidly losing patience. “Last chance to save yourself.”

      “Okay.” Bautista’s shoulders slumped. He put on the lifejacket, tightened the straps, then paused. “You don’t have to do this…”

      “Bye.” Herron shoved him overboard. Bautista screamed as he fell into the water, immediately left in the wake of the high-speed boat. “Asshole.”

      Herron turned his attention to the engine. He gripped the tiller, throttled up and adjusted his course slightly to head for the pair of Zodiacs ahead of him. He doubted the hijackers aboard them had heard the ruckus behind them, so he had a chance.

      He tried to close in, catch up with them before they boarded the container ship, but he was too far behind. By the time he reached the massive hull, the other pirates were already aboard, and he heard the first gunshots pop off. Unable to dispose of the hijackers before reaching the target, he’d have to improvise now.

      He sighed. “Never easy…”

      Manoeuvring his Zodiac alongside one other, he grabbed one of the grappling ropes and started up the side of the ship, keen to get on deck and stop the imminent bloodshed. His muscles powered him on, inch by inch, until finally he pulled himself over the side with a grunt.

      He drew his pistol and was surprised to see one of the other hijackers lying nearby in a pool of blood. He checked for a pulse, but the man was dead, a bullet wound to the head. Either he’d been betrayed by one of his own or Bautista had been wrong about the crew and there was a well-equipped security force aboard.

      It made the mystery of what was inside that locked box even more interesting…
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        * * *

      

      Herron gripped his pistol tight, his back pressed against one of the ship’s cargo containers, ears straining for any hint of what was around the corner: a tough gig over the wail of emergency sirens. When he heard nothing, he waited five seconds, inhaled sharply and then stepped out. As he moved, he scanned for any targets up ahead, but all he could see were more containers and more long stretches with no cover.

      It was a problem he hadn’t expected when he’d boarded the ship. End-to-end, the vessel was gigantic. Walking the length of the deck on his way to the bridge was like Groundhog Day. Each row of containers was followed by countless others, different colours and with different logos, but otherwise the same. As he’d advanced, careful and calculated, he’d spotted a hundred potential points of ambush—blind spots created by containers, ladders and ramps that led above-and-below decks, small rooms, and offices.

      With no choice but to hurry to the business end of the ship, where the hijackers would be headed, Herron had scanned for threats as best he could but not as thoroughly as he’d like. Yet no danger had materialised. From the sounds of gunshots that chattered sporadically ahead of him, the ship’s security had retreated to hold the bridge, leaving the way clear for him.

      He had just thought he might make it to the bridge unscathed, when an alarmed shout caused him to tense.

      “Shit.” His eyes shot to the right, and he saw two uniformed security guards going for their weapons. Quickly, he held up one hand as his other reached for his pistol. “Guys, wait—”

      Ignoring his plea, the guards immediately opened fire with their pistols, sharp cracks over the cacophony of the sirens. Herron dived for cover as bullets bored into containers and ricocheted off the metal guard rails around him. None hit him, but he was pinned down with no easy options. He wouldn’t kill these guards. They were just men just doing their jobs.

      “Think, Mitch.” Herron chided himself. There’d be nothing left to save if he didn’t deal with these guys quickly and get to the bridge. “Think.”

      More shots pounded into the side of the container he sheltered behind. Calm but desperate, he looked around for anything that might help him turn the tables. But even with the deck brightly lit by overhead halogens and the red emergency lights, he could see nothing obvious.

      Except the lights themselves.

      Herron aimed and fired several times. Each shot took out a globe and made the deck just a little darker. His weapon was silenced, but the showering glass and increasing shadows soon alerted the guards to his actions. Their fire slackened in response; no doubt they were too focused on cover to effectively return fire.

      When he’d taken out all the lights he could see from cover, Herron peeked around the corner and took out the largest lights in the no-man’s-land between him and the guards. One, two, three, four: the long overhead halogens mounted on lamp-poles went out, and in seconds, there was darkness enough to give him a chance of escape.

      Herron reloaded and emerged from cover. He ran along the length of the container until he was on the walkway on the far side of the deck. If the lights had been intact, the guards would have been able to spot him instantly, but with only a few red emergency lights to brighten the inky darkness, the black-clad Herron could sneak past.

      He moved past one container…

      Two…

      A pistol pressed into the side of his head.

      “Move one more inch I’ll blow your brains out. Drop the gun.”

      Herron did so. “Okay, just relax for a second…”

      “Thought you could sneak away?” The guard scoffed and kicked the pistol across the deck. “Well, we’ve got you bottled up tight, and your buddies are next.”

      “You win.” Herron slipped into the role of a hijacker, a criminal who realized the game was up. “Please don’t hurt me.”

      “Like your friends hurt my pal?” The guard’s voice was full of pain. “Pushed him overboard as soon as they boarded. He was having a smoke at the other end of the ship and now he’s gone.”

      Herron kept quiet.

      “You’re lucky I’m not a murderer, you asshole. But bet your ass I’m going to see you put behind bars.” He shoved Herron. “Start walking.”

      Herron nodded and moved in the direction the guard had specified, closer to the bridge, where the lights hadn’t been shot out. He tried to play the part of a defeated foe, even as another guard joined them.

      As the additional guard approached, handcuffs ready to slap on his wrists, Herron murmured, “Sorry, guys.”

      Gripping the wrist of the guard with the pistol—who’d relaxed just a second too early—Herron twisted until the weapon fell to the deck. He scooped it up and aimed it at the stunned guards.

      “Be smart.” He took a step back, maintaining his aim at the guards, who were smart enough to freeze. “You both have cuffs?”

      They nodded.

      Herron kept his voice calm and professional. “I want both of you to cuff your wrists to the safety railing and then toss the keys to me. But do it quick because I need to go save your captain.”

      The men were confused, but they still had a pistol pointed at them, so they complied. In unison, they locked one arm of the handcuffs around a wrist and then secured the other arm to the rail, just as Herron had asked. When they were done, they tossed their keys at his feet.

      Herron kept his pistol and his eyes on them as he picked up the keys and tossed them overboard. “I’m going to check the cuffs are secure. If they’re not, I’m going to shoot you. Want to check before I do?”

      One guard shook his head, but the other—the man who’d first ambushed Herron—let out a lengthy sigh and tightened his cuffs until they locked around the rail with a click. Clearly, he hadn’t given up on the idea of being a hero, but the threat of death had made him think again.

      The two guards were out of the fight, and Herron was back in it. And on his way to the bridge.
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        * * *

      

      The bridge sat high above the containers, with large glass windows letting the crew see far and wide. There were two doors that granted entry, upstairs from the left and right side of the deck. Herron assumed there was a third inside that ran from the crew quarters.

      Already, the bridge was under siege, guards inside firing through broken windows at the hijackers below. The pirates returned fire from behind containers, some on the left, some on the right, their torrent of bullets threatening to overwhelm the defenders. It was a stalemate, but Herron didn’t see how the beleaguered crew could hold out for long.

      Not without help, anyway.

      He charged forward and joined the hijackers behind cover near the left side staircase. “Sorry. Got held up…”

      “There’s two guards giving us hell.” One of the other pirates looked around at Herron. He hesitated, taken aback by Herron’s exposed face. His exposed white face. “Lose your balaclava?”

      “Something like that.” Herron aimed his pistol at the hijacker and cleared his throat. “There’s been a change of plans.”

      The rest of the group turned to face him, and Herron was suddenly amused at his inability to see the confusion on their faces—they still wore their balaclavas. A second later, the first of them tried to aim a weapon at Herron, so he shot the guy in the knee. He dropped to the ground, writhing.

      “The next person who tries anything gets one too.” Herron smiled. “Now, I want one of you to wrap something tight around his leg while the rest of you use zip ties to restrain your neighbour.”

      The shouts of outrage began. The threats washed over him, because this whole band was about as hard as puppy shit—a collective of two-bit crims banded together to prey on vulnerable civilians. Herron could understand their resistance, but he couldn’t abide it.

      He aimed at the apparent ringleader and took out his knee as well. As he fell, the others fell into line. As ordered, they dressed the wounds of the two kneecapped men, then used their own zip ties on each other—equipment that would otherwise have been used on the bridge crew.

      When the job was done, four men were restrained on the deck, two of them with bullet wounds.

      The attack on the bridge from the left thwarted, Herron was tempted to try the same on the right. But when several shots from the remaining hijackers pounded into the container he was sheltered behind, the decision was made for him. He popped up and fired at the hijackers, missing them all but forcing them to seek more cover.

      It showed the crew on the bridge that he was a friend.

      He hoped that was enough to keep him alive as he broke into a run, racing up the stairs. Each footfall clanged loudly, each step taking an eternity, but the bridge crew held their fire. He made it most of the way to the top, just three steps away, when a pair of hijackers popped up and opened fire on him.

      “Shit!” Shots ricocheted off the steel steps and guard rails, which drowned out the sound of Herron hammering on the door of the bridge. “Let me in!”

      His shots at the pirates, combined with the fact that the hijackers had fired at him, convinced the crew to help. The door was unlocked and opened, and Herron dived inside and to the ground to escape the gunfire.

      Looking up, he saw one guard aiming a gun at him while another fired out at the hijackers. Herron grinned. “Hi guys, I’m Mitch. I’m here to help.”

      As the guard kept the pistol trained on him, a third man stepped forward and stood over Herron. The captain. “You’re the newest addition to a very confusing situation. Explain yourself.”

      Herron sat up but made no move to stand in case the guard had an itchy trigger finger. “I’m working undercover for the U.S. Government. I’m here to stop the raids on shipping.”

      The captain scoffed. “Funny way of showing it.”

      Herron fixed him with a hard gaze. “You can either accept my help and the chance I can get you out of this mess...”

      The captain’s eyes narrowed. “Or?”

      “Or you detain me in the few moments you have before your boat, your cargo, your life and the lives of your crew are taken from you.”

      As if to illustrate the choice, the guard near the window screamed and clutched his shoulder, blood oozing between his fingers. The captain had a split second to choose: trust Herron enough to peel his other security guy off and fight the hijackers, or keep Herron under guard while the hijackers storm up the stairs and waltz through the door.

      Herron held his gaze. “I can help you push them back, but you’ve got two seconds to decide.”

      The captain eyed him stonily, then nodded. “Okay.”

      Herron climbed to his feet as his custodian ran over to take the place of the wounded man, opening fire at the hijackers as they started up the stairs. Herron grabbed the injured guard’s pistol from the deck and joined in.

      They caught the attackers in the no-man's-land between the bridge and their cover.

      One was shot in the leg. He screamed in pain and fell to the ground.

      Another took two shots, one in the gut and one in the throat.

      The last Herron drilled between the eyes.

      Silence descended over the ship, broken only by the heavy sighs of relief from everyone left on the bridge—the captain, the guard who was still on his feet, and a pair of other unarmed crewmen. The wounded guard had passed out, but all four of the conscious crewmen were clearly stunned. They’d soon be in shock and would bear the scars of the attack for years.

      Herron felt guilty that he’d let the attack go ahead at all, but it had been necessary to keep his only chance of climbing to the top of the pirate organisation’s power structure. Now, he owed it to the dead men to finish the job.

      The captain clamped a fleshy hand down on his shoulder. “I appreciate you helping me to deal with those men. But what do we do now?”

      “Well, I’d start by freeing the two guards I cuffed to the guard railing about halfway along the deck. As for the hijackers, do whatever you like with their bodies...”

      “We’ve got a freezer section. We can put them on ice until we reach port. We’ll radio ahead to tell them that—”

      Herron interrupted. “I need you to keep the attack quiet for a few days. Doing so will help dozens of other captains on dozens of other ships…”

      The captain hesitated. “If I’m to understand you correctly, you’re telling me the problem is being dealt with?”

      Herron nodded. “Two days.”

      “What are you, CIA?” The captain raised an eyebrow when Herron didn’t respond. “I understand. You’ve got 48 hours before I report the attack. I’ll blame a broken radio.”

      “Thank you. It will help to put these guys out of business for good.”

      “I hope you have more success than those navy boys. We sure were happy when they got put on the beat, but they haven’t done a damn thing.” The captain scoffed. “Is that all you need from us?”

      “Not quite.” Herron let the words hang for a moment. “The gang wanted to crack open a strongbox and steal the contents. I need to look inside. I’ve got the code.”

      “You could ask to sleep with my wife and I might even consider it right now.” The captain laughed. “Follow me.”
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      Herron whistled a tune as he walked down the aisle of the small dollar store, plastic basket in hand. He’d packed it with all sorts of junk, but he wasn’t done yet. He still had two more large duffel bags to fill, so he kept pulling bulky stuff off the shelves and adding to his haul. The entire time, he could feel eyes on him—the shopkeeper behind the counter, confused by this strange shopping spree.

      After he’d departed the container ship, Herron had taken one of the Zodiac boats back to the shore. As soon as he’d been back in cell range, he’d used Bautista’s phone to send a message to the only pre-saved number in its address book—lying that he had the loot from the strongbox and needed drop orders.

      Then, while he’d waited for the orders to come in, he’d got to work trying to replicate the gold and platinum bars he’d found stored in the ship’s strongbox.

      With his fourth basket filled, he walked to the counter, put it on top, grabbed another basket and kept on going. As he did, the store owner continued to tally the cost of his purchases, stuffing the goods into the large duffel bags Herron had provided. Already they were heavy with crap he had bought.

      Herron repeated the process until the shopkeeper had filled a half-dozen duffel bags with many baskets full of junk. When the bags were as full as they could be, he zipped them all closed. A quick check confirmed they were heavy enough to pass for fake bars of precious metal. It was the best he could do at short notice.

      He put a wad of cash on the counter and raised an eyebrow. “Good?”

      “Yes.” The shopkeeper spoke passable English. “No change.”

      Herron laughed at the gall of the man, but agreed. It didn’t matter. The shopkeeper was happy with the haul and Herron was happy to burn some cash to take the next step along the path to the hijacker leadership.

      As if on cue, the phone in his pocket beeped.

      He pulled out the handset, looked at the message, and frowned. He couldn’t understand it, so he held the screen up to the shopkeeper. “Can you read this?”

      The man looked down at the phone. “Sure. It’s an address about fifteen minutes from here. Do you need directions?”

      “I’ll punch it into the maps application.” Herron wrote the address in English and then pocketed the phone. “Now you can keep the change.”

      With the shopkeeper still chuckling, Herron hefted a pair of the duffel bags and left the dollar store. The man followed with two more. Herron popped the trunk of Bautista’s car and stuffed the bags inside while the store owner went back inside for the last pair.

      With a last nod at the owner, Herron slammed the trunk closed and rounded to the driver’s side. He opened the door, climbed inside the car, gunned the engine, and hit the road. Maybe it was his imagination, but the back of the car felt heavier, weighed down by the bags of junk.

      With that idle thought still strong in his mind, he ordered the virtual assistant on the phone to pull up directions to the rendezvous. The device promptly displayed a map to the drop-off point, with an estimated drive time of fifteen minutes, a full forty-five earlier he needed to be there.

      He kept the car going a few miles per hour slower than the speed limit, eager to avoid any attention from overzealous local law enforcement. Fifteen minutes later—right on time—he pulled his car down a quiet-looking side street. A handful of children played outside a handful of houses and beyond them stood a few small warehouses with signs Herron couldn’t read.

      He slowed the car, his eyes darting between the phone and the properties he passed as he tried to figure out the exact rendezvous point. Then he found it: a secluded lane between two warehouses, little more than a dirt road, sunk in shadow from the monoliths on either side of it.

      Herron cruised past. To any observer, he’d be just a white guy in a beaten-up car, out of place but unremarkable, with nothing to suggest he was the bagman for a network of international thieves. If the lane was under surveillance—and if he oversaw the drop-off and pickup, it would be—he hoped he’d avoided attention of any watchers.

      He used the time he had up his sleeve to drive past another couple of times, but the story was the same—a quiet alleyway in a quiet street, the playing kids the only sign of activity. After the third lap, he was satisfied he’d done what he could to spot any observers.

      He parked thirty yards from the alleyway, killed the engine, and checked his watch. Thirty-five minutes until the pickup. He settled in, using five minutes to suck down some supplies he’d purchased from the dollar store—a bottle of water and some snack food.

      With thirty minutes to go before the pickup, the street seemed normal. But still the hairs on the back of Herron’s neck stood on end, telling him there was danger close by and that he should be cautious. It was an instinct that had served him well over the years, so as he drained the last of the water, he scanned the area for a way to deal with any potential threat.

      He locked eyes on the group of kids and smiled.
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        * * *

      

      It was amazing what twenty bucks could still buy you.

      As Herron watched the kids haul the junk to the drop-off—two to a bag—he checked up ahead, then used the mirrors to scan the street behind him, knowing the hijackers could show up at any moment. There were still twenty minutes to go before the scheduled pickup, but Herron did not know if the crew was punctual.

      Nobody had arrived by the time the kids were done. When they returned, he held a hand through the window with their cash in it. One of the kids snatched away. The boy—the oldest in the group—gave a conspiratorial grin, then set off back towards his house, his younger peers on his heels. Herron paid them no more heed, shifting his focus to the bags.

      The kids had dropped them right where he’d told them to: near the entry to the alley and visible to anyone who passed, but likely to be written off quickly as garbage. They certainly weren’t of interest enough that anyone should stop their car to inspect them, although a curious pedestrian might stop for a look. If that happened, he’d have to warn them off as quickly as he could.

      Fortunately, the next twenty minutes passed uneventfully. A few cars passed, so did a handful of pedestrians, but nobody took any interest in the bags, if they even noticed them there at all. The whole time, Herron tapped a tune on the wheel, eager to see what he’d have to deal with when the pickup crew arrived.

      “Showtime.” Herron spotted a car in his rear-view. It slowed down as it passed him, then stopped right next to the bags by the alleyway. “Who do we have here?”

      Unlike many of the cars in the area, this one was a far nicer model, a black Mercedes sedan that looked stupidly out of place in such a run-down part of town. It proved whoever oversaw the piracy operation lived a better life than Bautista and his ilk.

      He stayed in his seat as the rear doors of the Mercedes opened and two suited Asian men climbed out. From this distance, he figured they were about twenty-five—too young to be the ringleaders but plenty old enough to be the muscle. They proved it a moment later when they hefted the bags into the trunk of the Mercedes, either not curious to check inside or ordered not to.

      “Guess we’re doing this the easy way…” Herron murmured. “For once.”

      If the goons had opened the bags and seen what was inside, it would’ve made following them much harder. As it was, he watched in silence as they loaded all six duffel bags inside the trunk and then slammed it closed. Less than sixty seconds after they’d climbed out of the car, the enforcers were getting back inside.

      They hadn’t even looked up and down the street to check the coast was clear.

      Their lack of caution was a dead giveaway—these men thought they had nothing to fear. They thought the bags contained millions of dollars’ worth of gold and platinum, and yet were totally confident they hadn’t been scammed or that any cops might be waiting nearby to make an arrest. They operated with impunity, gods of their own domain, both betrayal and failure impossible.

      Herron’s bet that they were pros had paid off. They wouldn’t know their duffel bags were full of trash until it was too late, nor that a predator was now on their tail. All their attempts at operational security using encrypted messages, burner cell phones, and hired hijackers unknown to each other had been blown totally to hell.

      He hit the gas. The car responded with a cough, then slowly gained speed. As he inched closer to the Mercedes, he kept far enough back to not raise the alarm, but given the lack of traffic on the roads he didn’t have to work very hard to stay on its tail.

      Besides, even if he lost them, he had one more trick up his sleeve.

      With one hand on the wheel, he dug through his pocket and pulled out the phone he’d taken from the hijackers. His eyes flickered between the road and the phone screen as he opened an app that would let him track the Mercedes with the help of a five-buck key chain locator he’d purchased, paired to the phone, and then thrown into one bag.

      So far, it looked like it would do the job just fine.

      He followed the enforcers until they arrived at a low-density industrial area and pulled to a stop in front of a warehouse. Herron continued past it, even as the roller-door opened, and the Mercedes drove inside.

      He parked further down the street. With one eye on his mirrors to make sure nobody emerged from the warehouse again, Herron counted to thirty and then climbed out of the car. He disappeared down an alleyway that ran down the side of the warehouse, moved around to the rear of the building, and searched for an entry point.

      He found one quickly: a broken window that had been replaced with balsa. He needed to stand on a trash can to reach it, but once he did, it was child’s play to remove the panel. He dropped it to the ground, then quickly and quietly climbed through the space.

      When he had his feet on the ground inside, he put on his balaclava, drew his pistol, and got to work.
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        * * *

      

      “Of all the places…”

      Herron screwed up his nose. The further inside the warehouse he stalked, the more the smell of fish overwhelmed him. The stench made his eyes water, a final flourish to an interior that was already dark, dank, and dusty. It also made him want to rush, but to do so could lead to a mistake; instead, he sucked it up and kept going.

      He’d entered via some sort of office, lit only by the light from the window behind him. The furniture was old and covered in dust, which suggested the warehouse hadn’t been used for its original purpose for some time. It made sense the hijackers would base themselves somewhere unlikely to get attention, but a disused fish cannery?

      What next? The mafia in a mausoleum? Terrorists in a tannery?

      He pushed through the back areas of the warehouse quickly, confident everyone inside would be gathered around the car and eager to examine the bags the enforcers had collected. He still checked all the corners as he moved, keen to avoid an ambush, but he passed through several large rooms without incident.

      He entered a larger space, a storeroom stripped of furniture, with boxes and bags full of assorted loot Herron could only assume had been pillaged from dozens of ships. There was cash, jewellery, bars of precious metals, plus some documents and a bunch of other stuff Herron hadn’t thought pirates would be interested in, but which must have some sort of value.

      It was a treasure trove of misery, plundered on the high seas.

      He left the room with the loot and passed through more dank areas filled with rusted industrial machinery. The genuine mystery wasn’t where he’d find the hijackers, but how he’d do it with his eyes watering so badly. How could a place that seemed so long out of operation still stink so badly? It was like the rotten-fish smell was baked into the concrete and the steel, destined to haunt the building no matter what purpose it served later.

      The thought distracted him a little… enough that he almost got his head knocked off.

      Some primal, reptilian instinct deep in the recesses of his brain warned him just in time, and he ducked as someone standing to the side of the doorway he’d passed through swung a steel pipe at him. The metal slammed into the wall—loud and harmless—but would have caused a mess had it connected.

      “Strike!” Herron snarled. Returning to his full height, he shot his assailant in the gut with the silenced pistol, then cracked him over the head with the butt. “You’re out.”

      With any pretence of stealth blown, Herron slid behind cover as a pair of heavies appeared and opened fire on him. He guessed that a second ago they had been gathered around the vehicle to open their bags of gold and was a little sad to have missed their moment of disappointment.

      He kept low as shots slammed into the steel drum he was sheltered behind, the impromptu cover holding up so far.

      “Police!” Herron shouted over the sound of the gunfire, hoping the heavies might be scared enough of the authorities to hesitate. All he got in return was more bullets. “Shit!”

      “You’re not the police.” A female voice he knew well laughed derisively at his attempt to fake them out. “The man who tried to blow me up does not work for the police…”

      The Widow.

      “Oh hey, girlfriend!” Herron popped up, fired a few suppressed shots that hit one of the Widow’s goons, then ducked back behind cover. “I’m here to finish the job.”

      “Looks like you’re a little under manned for that.” The rattle of a submachine gun and shots ricocheted off the drum. “But it saves my men from hunting you down…”

      My men.

      Was she more than just a rank-and-file pirate with delusions of self-importance?

      Was she a leader?

      Was she the leader?

      The only way to find out was to capture her, the Widow, the clear next link in the path to the top.

      That had been made harder because of the dumb luck of the guy who’d ambushed him. Now, instead of a sneak attack, he’d needed to overcome a numerically superior foe. He looked around for something to turn the tables on the hijackers.

      Then he spotted it—a dozen fifty-five-gallon drums against the wall of the warehouse.

      Near to the hijackers and their vehicle.

      With the ‘Flammable’ symbol on them.

      Taking his chance while he still had it, Herron pushed himself up and fired several shots over the top of his drum. They slammed into the chemical barrels, tearing holes that let the contents spew out over the floor. Crouching into cover again for a second, he repeated the process, until vast pools of the mystery fluid had spilled from the punctured drums. Then he pulled out his Zippo, lit it…

      And threw it across the warehouse.

      The chemicals ignited and in seconds the entire space was brightened by flames, before gradually blackening with smoke. This soup of misery made Herron’s eyes water but was altogether worse for his foes, who were coughing and spluttering as they choked on the noxious clouds.

      The distraction was enough to conceal him as he burst from behind the drum. A few shots whined towards him, but none of them found their mark. He returned fire, snapping off a shot at one heavy who’d abandoned his cover in the confusion. His aim was perfect, square between the eyes of his target. The man made no sound as he dropped, dead instantly.

      Herron made it to the hood of the Mercedes and crouched down low. He scanned amidst the smoke and the flame for other threats, and a few shots pounded into the sedan. Down behind the engine block, he was safe for now, unless one of them managed to flank him.

      “I’ll give you one chance to put down your gun and come out into the open!” The voice of the Widow filled the cavernous warehouse. “Otherwise you’re going to burn to death in here.”

      Herron laughed, sharp and bitter. “You clowns took away the only thing I cared about. There’s nothing else you can do to hurt me. But there’s plenty I can do that hurt you.”

      As he spoke, he spotted the last of the male goons, trying to sneak up on him from the side while the Widow distracted him with conversation. Herron shifted his aim and fired at the same time as his foe. The enforcer dropped, and Herron felt something hit him in the right shoulder. He grunted and reached up to the wound.

      Just a graze.

      Herron let out a sigh of relief. “Nobody else left to help you, lady.”

      “I assume you’re the reason my team never reported in?” Somewhere in the thick smoke, she coughed. “That’s a lot of valuable assets you’ve taken from me.”

      “You’re the one who chews up men and spits them out!” Herron laughed. “I didn’t realise you were the leader of this whole shindig, though.”

      “I sometimes like to get my hands dirty…”

      “Well, now they’re going to get bloody.” Herron skirted around the car to the sound of her voice. “You shouldn’t have assumed a yacht was easy prey. You never know who’s aboard.”

      “And who might that be?”

      Spotting her through the same smoke that concealed him from her, Herron took aim. He grinned, wrenched her weapon from her hand, then spun her round to face him. With the flames reflected in his eyes, he figured he must look like one scary motherfucker… but still she looked composed. Her eyes were cold, but there was something in them he hadn’t seen on the yacht. Not fear. He doubted she ever showed that. Something more akin to curiosity or wonder.

      Herron’s lips curled into a thin smile. “You’re a dead wom—”

      Shouts filled the warehouse, and flashlights knifed through the smoke and darkness. Herron couldn’t see much of the figures storming in, but there had to be a half-dozen or more of them.

      Cops.

      A SWAT team, he assumed.

      And a damn fine one, given he hadn’t heard a thing.

      He kept his gun pressed against the Widow, but the new arrivals had changed the arithmetic of the situation. He hadn’t planned to kill the woman right away; he wanted to see if she was indeed the end of the line, the top dog in the leadership structure of the hijackers. Now he might never get the chance to find out. And if he pulled the trigger, the police flooding the warehouse would blow him away.

      With a sigh, Herron lowered his pistol and tossed it on the ground.
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      “Mr Herron!”

      “Why are you in the Philippines?”

      “Do you regret your many crimes?”

      “Is our president in danger?”

      “Did the CIA send you?”

      Herron squinted as camera flashes flared in his eyes and questions, shouted in broken English by a dozen journalists, assaulted his ears. He could do little beyond that to shield himself from the abuse, because his hands were cuffed behind him and a pair of burly cops had him in a tight grip, manhandling him past the assembled reporters.

      After his arrest at the cannery, he’d been bundled into a cop car and driven into the capital—Manila—where he’d been paraded past a small media throng and into the police headquarters. The questions shouted at him had told him plenty: the authorities knew who he was and that he was wanted in a hundred countries.

      It made his situation bleak and his efforts to extract himself from the spotlight more difficult.

      As he was walked through the corridors of the colonial-era building, he couldn’t help but feel some regret. He’d done his deal with Laidlaw to avoid exactly this kind of exposure.

      They deposited him in a small, mostly featureless interview room. Besides a ceiling fan, which was protected from any shenanigans he might have in mind by a wire mesh cover, there was very little to work with, just a wooden table and four chairs, a mirror, a barred window, and the door. The only other thing was a camera in the corner of the room to monitor him.

      “Boo.” Herron jerked his head forward at one cop, startling both, then chuckled. “They clearly gave me the bench warmers…”

      The cops didn’t say a word, but he could tell they were furious. One pinned his arms while the other unlocked the handcuffs, quickly re-cuffed him to a steel ring on the table and then shoving him into the chair. Only then did the cops relax, step back and exhale. They had him as secure as could be, ready for whatever came next.

      They shuffled out of the room and left Herron with only the camera to keep him company. Out of habit, he checked the cuffs, the metal ring, the feet of the table and the feet of the chair, but all were as secure as they needed to be.

      Like it or not, he was stuck here for a while.

      Herron settled in for the wait, because long experience had taught him his captors would show up when they damn well pleased. If he was in their position, he’d make his prisoner wait for hours. With that in mind, he closed his eyes and put his mind in neutral, content to recharge his batteries until he needed to pay attention again.

      As he rested, he felt the temperature in the interview room rise steadily. The sun was beaming into the window and the small fan did little to help. An hour passed, then hours, until finally he grew impatient. He’d had no food or water. He’d had no bathroom breaks. The combined message of all of this was clear—he was being softened up.

      It was nearly another hour before the thick door unlocked with a clunk and squealed open on its hinges. Two cops walked inside, both male, their faces neutral as they sat opposite him. They got settled, chatting to each other in their own language, then fixed him with a hard gaze.

      “What is your business in our country, Mr Herron?” One man, probably the senior detective, leaned forward and rested his elbows on the table. “You’re not welcome here.”

      Herron kept quiet.

      “You were arrested trespassing on private property, where we also found several bodies and a fire you lit…” The detective let out a fake-weary sigh. “Even without your other crimes abroad, you’re in a lot of trouble.”

      He’d already tuned out. He’d been tortured by the best of them—an Iranian known only as Pain, an artist of her craft. Civilian law enforcement couldn’t compare, even in places where the law might sometimes inch over the line a little. They’d have to go a lot further than that to get him to say a word.

      Realising his prisoner wasn’t listening, the detective pounded his fist on the table. “You need to work with us, Mr Herron!”

      Herron didn’t flinch at the action; he just closed his eyes, took a deep breath—slowly in and slowly out—and then opened them again and stared at the detective. “I don’t need to do anything.”

      The detective’s face screwed up in frustration. “Suit yourself, but we’re the one thing standing between you and extradition to one of many countries where the punishment for your crimes will be death…”

      Herron snorted. He’d cheated death so many times, the thought of it didn’t scare him at all. He’d rather avoid it for now, but it didn’t frighten him as it might other people. “Let’s spin the wheel to see where I go.”

      “No need.” The other cop laughed, his paunch jiggling in time with his joviality. “That’s already been decided.”

      “And they’re burning to meet you…” The lead detective joined in on the joke at Herron’s expense. “You really should have gone to the bottom of the ocean with your yacht.”

      Herron’s mind worked overtime to decipher what they’d said. The clues were obvious, because they clearly couldn’t help themselves, so it was more a sense-check on if they were telling the truth. Laidlaw had told him that the Philippine Government hadn’t lifted a finger to stop the hijackers, but the detectives’ less than subtle references told him more than that.

      It told him they were in league with the Widow and her pirates.

      Suddenly, it made some sense. The cops had saved the Widow, not arrested her. He seriously doubted now that she was in the next room being subjected to the same treatment as he was.

      Sure, no criminal organisation could act with such impunity without having someone in the authorities in its pocket, but the comments from both detectives told him this relationship was more than that. It was more permissive and more coordinated.

      Herron smiled at the detectives. “A steak, fries and a coffee.”

      They looked at each other in confusion. At last, the one with the paunch spoke. “What?”

      “If you get me a steak, some fries and a cup of coffee, I’ll tell you anything you want to know.”

      Their eyes lit up, and it was easy to understand why. They had the collar of their career in the seat opposite them: the most wanted man on the planet, a man they clearly expected to be extradited as any moment. Yet he’d just offered to spill the beans in return for a trivial boon… and that gave them the chance to be famous.

      The older detective nodded, and they stood and left the room.

      This time, it didn’t take long for them to return. A half-hour later, the door screeched open again, and the cops entered; this time, one of them carried a tray with a plate on it, filled with a large steak and all the fries Herron could ever hope to eat. The other carried a takeaway coffee cup from Starbucks–a franchise that had obviously made it to Manila.

      They’d gone to a lot of effort to please him, on the promise he’d deliver more in return.

      Herron watched as the plate, the coffee and some flatware were put in front of him. He waited for them to return to their seats, then made a show of trying to eat with his hands cuffed to the table. With a sigh, he put the cutlery down and sat back in his chair, to make it clear he wouldn’t talk until he could eat.

      Again, the two detectives looked at each other. Herron could understand their hesitation but was counting on their greed for fame to overcome it. On the one hand, he was well known as a deadly operator; Interpol’s Red Notice said as much. But, even without cuffs, he was in a secure room, in the middle of a large police station, with a camera and two armed detectives watching him.

      They’d be wondering: what’s the worst he could do?

      Eventually, they relented. One stood and backed away from the table, his hand on his sidearm. The other stood and moved around the table to Herron’s side, reached into his pocket and pulled out the keys to the handcuffs. A second later, free of the restraints, Herron could enjoy the steak and the coffee.

      He took his time with the meal because he didn’t know when he’d get his next one. He savoured each morsel and washed it down with the hot coffee. It was so slow and rhythmic, the cops gradually let their guard down, content that they’d held up their end of the bargain and that Herron would soon hold up his.

      When the steak was down to the last pieces, Herron lifted the fork to his mouth with one hand and gripped the serrated knife with the other. He smiled up at the guards. “I’m done.”
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      “Time to talk…” The detective against the wall grumbled. He started forward, grabbed Herron’s plate, and held his hand out for the flatware. “Give me the knife.”

      He kept totally still as the other guard closed in with his colleague, cuffs out and ready to secure him to the table again. If that happened—if Herron was again disarmed and restrained—he wasn’t sure he’d get another chance to get out of the situation. That meant he’d have to take down two cops who’d simply done their job, no matter how corrupt they might be. He’d have seconds to act—any slower, and whoever might be watching on the other side of the mirror or via the camera would summon help.

      He waited until the detectives got close… then burst into life.

      He had a simple plan, and he executed it with a speed that was a blur to the cops.

      First, Herron rammed the serrated knife through the outstretched hand of the first cop, boring through the palm and into the wooden table. It pinned him in place as he screamed and grasped for the blade, too focused on his pain to draw his weapon.

      Second, he kicked out at the knee of the man trying to cuff him. The detective let out a pained scream, dropped the cuffs and collapsed to the ground like an avalanche down a mountainside, equally unable to grab his weapon.

      Third, Herron lunged at the standing cop, who by now was trying to pull the knife from his hand. He snagged the pistol from the detective’s holster and cracked it over the man’s head, catching him just as he removed the knife.

      With one down, Herron then moved to take the weapon of the cop he’d kneecapped.

      Except, this time, things didn’t go to plan.

      His eyes widened as the cop’s hand gripped the pistol a split-second before he could reach it. As the crippled detective drew the gun and prepared to aim, Herron only had a moment to act… and he did, with extreme violence.

      His boot came down on the man’s wrist, breaking it. The detective howled and released his grip on the pistol. Herron kicked the weapon away. “Stay down.”

      His former captor relented, clearly not wanting to add a third injury to his litany of misery. He glared at Herron. “You’re not getting out of here alive.”

      “I’ll take my chances.” Herron crouched down to pick up the second pistol, then turned his back on both cops and aimed at the mirror. “You’ve got three seconds to duck.”

      He counted down silently in his head, then fired a single shot into the top of the glass. The pane shattered and fell in large pieces to the floor, where it blew into a thousand pieces.

      Herron barely noticed. He grinned wolfishly as he looked through at the room on the other side of the broken mirror—or, more precisely, at the person on the other side of it.

      “You’re mine!” Herron snarled at the Widow, who was still half-ducked to avoid being shot. “No matter how many corrupt cops you put in my way.”

      She turned and ran from the room.

      Herron swore and vaulted through the space vacated by the broken mirror. The shards of glass scratched and cut him in a few places on the way through, but the pain didn’t register.

      Who was this woman? And how did she have such influence over the local police?

      Beyond the room, the police station was almost empty. It was well after midnight, so there were only a few cops on duty, and all of them were frozen in place, confused and surprised by the gunshots. It was the only thing that saved him from being pounced on by a few dozen officers.

      The Widow was right ahead of him, and every bit as quick on her feet as he was. They passed offices and open-plan cubicles before bursting out the front door and onto the street. By the time he pushed outside after her, the Widow had flagged down a car and used her own pistol to force the driver out.

      Herron pulled up short and looked around as she sped off. “Shit.”

      His own choices were limited, with no civilian cars in sight. His only option was a parked cop car, which wouldn’t be the most inconspicuous getaway vehicle, but the cops inside the station would be right behind him…

      He broke the car window, popped the door, and swiftly hot-wired the ride. The engine roared, and he slipped behind the wheel, jamming his foot to the floor.

      Behind him, the police had finally spilled into the street and half a dozen shots cracked after him. None hit anything important, and soon enough Herron was far enough away that the gunfire didn’t make a difference.

      Of all the things he’d thought he might be doing the week after he left Fiji, a car chase in a stolen cop car wasn’t one of them.

      He could see the Widow’s stolen car off in the distance. She tore through intersections without care for traffic, putting herself and others at significant risk. Herron had no choice but to follow, red lights be damned. He held his breath each time he approached an intersection and loudly exhaled each time he made it to the other side. The squad car was faster than the stolen sedan, and slowly but surely, he was making up ground…

      … at least until another police squad car at one of those same intersections spotted the pursuit.
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      “Shit.” Herron winced as the cop car that was hot on his tail sped up hard enough to nudge his rear bumper. “Can’t you just leave it?”

      The chase that had taken them through the streets of Manila had now turned into a giant game of chicken, with Herron forced to weave between traffic, dodge parked cars and run lights to keep up. The Widow was a madwoman with a total disregard for her own safety, forcing him to push his vehicle to the absolute limits.

      The nudge failed to force him off the road, his car veering off course slightly, but straightened by a quick adjustment of the wheel. He wasn’t sure his luck would continue, but for now the cop backed off and took up station ten yards back. The officer had delivered his message to Herron that they could take him out at any time they wanted. It was better to give it up.

      Herron had other ideas. He hadn’t gotten this close to the Widow—twice now—only to let her bail again. He was hot on her tail; she wasn’t much of a driver, so it wasn’t difficult to keep up, but even as he got closer to her—and to the answers he sought—he couldn’t just focus on the threat ahead.

      Not with so many problems behind him as well.

      One pursuer had turned into two and then into many, as squad cars scrambled from stations across the capital and moved to intercept him. Thankfully, they weren’t coordinated enough to put roadblocks or spike strips in his way—yet—but the longer this went on, the more chance there was they’d get organized. Then he’d have a real problem.

      If the cops weren’t mad enough that he’d taken down a pair of detectives and bolted from their station, the theft of a car and a chase across Manila were sure to top off their outrage gauge. They’d been made to look like fools hours after he’d been paraded in front of the local media and the authorities had made it clear he’d be extradited. Only a quick capture would salve their egos.

      And hide the fact that they were in league with the Widow and her hijackers.

      As he shifted gear, gained speed and darted in between civilian vehicles, Herron tried to think through that link fully. He couldn’t explain the Widow’s presence on the other side of the two-way mirror, not exactly. How did she get an all-access pass to the police station and the interview? Did the hijacker chain of command go a lot higher than he’d first thought?

      Laidlaw had said that the President had refused to act against them…

      He continued to push the cop car to the upper limits of its speed, his eyes locked onto the Widow’s car ahead. The strobing lights of the squad cars in his rear-vision mirror were a distraction, as was the wail of a half-dozen sirens, which were doing more to wake up every citizen in the capital than bring his car to a halt.

      Up ahead, the road branched at a Y-shaped intersection. Herron’s eyes narrowed—the police had finally got their act together, with roadblocks set up across both roads. Two squad cars were parked across each lane, while spike strips were deployed in front of them. Of most concern were the dozen cops with their weapons drawn, prepared to fill Herron and his ride with holes.

      It gave him, and the Widow, mere seconds to choose a path.

      Her choice would reveal a lot.

      The seconds ticked down and, as he’d expected, she didn’t amend her course, seemingly content to hit the roadblock and trust her friends in the police force would take care of her, the situation and the threat Herron posed. He figured about twenty seconds before she hit the roadblock, so he had little time to choose.

      In the end, it only took him two.

      The cop cars in pursuit peeled off as he approached the roadblock. That was standard, but they did it too early, and that told Herron they’d been ordered to keep plenty of distance. And the only reason for that would be because they knew his car would soon be filled with lead. They wanted to avoid collateral damage.

      They’d pursued him closely and fired a few shots to keep him honest, but their main game was the roadblock up ahead, a trap they were corralling him into. And he’d driven right into it. He cursed himself for having such tunnel vision for the chase but knew now at least he had to take urgent action, to get himself clear of danger and the Widow out of the safe embrace of the law.

      Their trap sprung, the cops obviously didn’t think he could do it, but Herron had made a career out of impossible actions. He shifted his focus to the Widow’s car up ahead. Only a dozen yards in front, it was speeding for the roadblock.

      Herron floored the accelerator. The engine roared in response and the police cruiser jerked forward. He closed in on the sedan and got his hood next to the rear left corner of the vehicle.

      “Time to see if you can pass your stunt licence.”

      He jerked the wheel suddenly and smashed violently into the Widow’s car.

      The damaged vehicle skidded under the impact, then veered left as she overcompensated. Herron kept his eyes on her vehicle as he steered away, then back into her, then again. On the third impact, she spun the car out and barely avoided crashing into a parked vehicle as she screeched to a halt.

      But in his desperation to get her, Herron had screwed up as well.

      He looked ahead and saw a car stopped at a set of lights. He was approaching too fast to avoid a collision, so he stiffened and braced for the impact he knew was coming. His cop car collided with the stationary vehicle with a sickening crunch and his head slammed into the airbag.

      Coughing as the bag deflated, Herron cursed. “Damn it!”

      He extracted himself from behind the wheel, the seatbelt and the mashed car as quickly as he could, stopping only briefly to see that the driver of the vehicle in front of him was okay. Satisfied, he turned and raised his pistol at the Widow’s vehicle, which he’d left a few dozen yards back.

      Her car was a mess, but she’d already got out of it. He saw her running away from him, down the street and into an alleyway, clearly knowing she’d caught a break and not wasting time looking back at him.

      Herron cursed and ran after her.
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      The smart thing to do would be to bug out.

      He could lie low for a few weeks, steal a boat and get far away from the Philippines, where the cops knew his name, the media had broadcast his location, and it was likely every enemy he’d ever had would soon be on a plane to look for him.

      But Herron couldn’t give up. His pledge to Laidlaw made this a mission… and he’d never once failed to complete a mission. Sure, he’d partially disrupted the hijackers’ operation, killed almost a dozen of them on board his own yacht and another bunch on the container ship, but if the Widow got away, the job would only be partially completed.

      The spider would still have its head.

      She’d hatch more eggs.

      Put others in danger.

      And so he gave chase.

      His arms pistoned and his legs chewed up the distance in great strides as he powered after her. She surprised him with how nimble she was, but he was making up the ground quickly, until she looked over her shoulder, smiled and broke left into a crowded marketplace.

      Herron groaned as he followed her. “Give me a break…”

      Not quite the tin-roof shanty market common throughout Asia, it was hardly a luxury shopping destination either. Each stall was a dozen feet wide and almost as deep, selling everything from tourist trinkets to clothing to fresh produce, meat, and fish—the entire spectrum of life.

      Herron’s sole focus, however, was on the Widow.

      He pushed past one shopper and then another who’d ambled into his path. He shouted at them to get out of the way. Most heeded his call, but one didn’t—an elderly man wandered in front of him, pushing a shopping cart. Herron barrelled into it, toppling it over.

      As vegetables and groceries littered the ground, the old man also collapsed under the impact. Feet slipping on squashed tomatoes and bananas, the old man clutching at his jacket for help, Herron slowed only long enough to ease the man to the ground, then sprinted off after the Widow as onlookers stared.

      But that second or two spent helping the old guy had proven costly, because he’d lost sight of her. She’d be well ahead of him now, perhaps impossible to catch. If bailing on the mission was the smart thing for him to do, the same was surely true for her, and if she disappeared now, he’d struggle to find her again.

      He pushed deeper into the market, jostling more shoppers, eyes sweeping the crowds. He looked inside market stalls, amongst the people, and in every corner and shadow. But the market was cavernous—potentially the largest in Manila—and the Widow was nowhere to be seen.

      The one fact in his favour was that the market was a labyrinth. His sense of direction was excellent, but even he had been turned around more than once by the uncoordinated distribution of the stalls and the walkway. It was the sort of disorganised, unplanned and organic layout locals would navigate in their sleep, but anyone foreign to the market—Herron and, he hoped, the Widow—could be tripped up by.

      It gave him a chance, albeit not a very good one.

      He pulled up short at a map of the market stuck to a concrete wall. It was covered in text he couldn’t understand, but the diagrammatic outline of the market was easy enough to interpret in any language. It showed the maze of stalls and four exits, one at each point of the compass.

      Four chances to catch her. One correct choice. He had to gamble.

      With each moment of hesitation, each second studying the map, the Widow moved further away, but he had to choose correctly. He disregarded the southern exit, through which they’d entered; it was less likely she’d double back. He also ruled out the eastern exit because it led out to a large park. The open spaces would probably have fewer people than the tight concentration of bodies on Manila’s bustling streets.

      No, if she chose well, she’d pick the exit that took her to the streets, somewhere she could hide in the crowd long enough to melt away forever.

      Herron took a moment more to decide between the northern and western exits, settling on the latter. He figured there was a greater chance the Widow would try to change direction rather than heading directly south to north. It wasn’t a confident bet, but he had to make a call quickly and get on with the chase.

      He set off through the market, painfully aware of the time he’d just lost considering his options. He ran down the stallholder walkway to steal some time back, a route reserved for staff and owners of stalls. Shouts and curses followed him as he passed pitch after pitch, weaving between boxes of everything from fruit to home wares.

      As he neared the western exit, he spotted her. She was fighting her way through the crowd with far less success than he had, and for once, Herron was glad to be the obnoxious American, visible to all and loathed for his brashness. Sacrificing politeness meant he’d made better time.

      Herron followed her outside, far enough back and in amongst the crowd that she didn’t notice him when she checked behind her, despite the locals tutting and glaring as he barrelled past them. He inched closer to her; she was good, but he was better, content to bide his time even as cop cars blazed past and headed towards his last-known location.

      It didn’t matter; they’d already lost containment, and he had their prize in his sights.

      When the last of the cop cars had passed, he picked up his pace and moved within striking distance of the Widow. With each passing second, he expected her to look over her shoulder, spot him, and run. He’d give chase if that happened… but it didn’t. Now she was clear of the market, she was once more confident in herself and her position.

      She was a criminal leader, supported by the cops and the government.

      She did not need to run.

      Or so she thought.

      Close enough at last, and not caring who saw him do it, Herron grabbed her around the neck and jammed his pistol into her back. “Toss your gun into the trash can.”

      The Widow struggled as much as Herron’s headlock permitted, croaking an appeal for help. But while several of the locals had spotted what was happening, they gave the pair a wide berth, scuttling away nervously. Herron noticed a few had pulled out their cell phones to film him or call the cops, but he ignored them. He planned to be long gone before the cops doubled back to his location.

      “The gun.” Herron squeezed her throat tighter and pressed the gun into her harder. “I will not ask again.”

      She finally complied. Moving slowly so Herron wouldn’t be spooked and put a bullet in her, she reached into her purse and removed the pistol she’d used to hijack the car. Lifting it from the tip of the barrel using her thumb and index finger, she was careful not to get anywhere near the trigger. A second later, the gun was in a trash can and Herron had a grin on his face.

      But it disappeared as he looked around for transport options, because he noticed where they were.

      Just across the road from them stood the Chinese Embassy.

      His eyes shifted to the Embassy gate and the CCTV cameras positioned above it, and suddenly Herron knew everything he needed to know. The Widow’s plea for help hadn’t been aimed at the passers-by around them, but the Embassy security team that would be alert for anything outside their walls.

      “I wondered why the head of a piracy racket was being treated like a VIP by the cops…” Herron muttered. “But now it’s all so much clearer to me.”

      When she kept quiet in response to his suggestive accusation, Herron kept that discussion on ice. There’d be all the time in the world for it later; for now, he was keen to get away before the police responded to the calls from those concerned citizens. But in the moment he was distracted, she finally made her move.

      Herron cried out in pain as a small blade dug into his thigh: a concealed knife the Widow had produced from somewhere. He’d lazily assumed she was unarmed, because if she’d had a gun she would have used it before now, but he’d been so overcome by a red haze of anger that he’d neglected to frisk her.

      It was a rookie mistake that might prove deadly.
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      As he winced, distracted by the pain, an elbow slammed into his stomach, and his grip loosened just enough for the Widow to slip free.

      “Bitch,” he spat. “You’re dead.”

      She backed away from him, the small knife in her hand poised to strike, a broad smile on her flushed-red face. “You had your chance. You took too long. Now you’re mine.”

      Herron raised his pistol to finish her once and for all, but again, he hesitated. He needed her alive for a little longer yet, to make sure he’d taken the head off the piracy ring. She had other ideas. A second of delay was all she needed to be in his face, slashing out at the hand that held the pistol, the razor-sharp blade cutting once, twice.

      Herron cursed as his fingers released the pistol. It hit the ground and she kicked it away, but he could do nothing to retrieve it because she was on him. The blade danced in her hands, probing his defences and slicing, all the while onlookers gasping and crying out in panic around them. He could do little more than fend away the more serious strikes, each time taking a cut for his troubles, the old truism proving true.

      In a knife fight, one person ends up cut, and the other ends up dead.

      Backing away to give himself the space and time to keep her at bay, he stole a split-second glance around them. The gates of the Embassy were still closed, so nobody was coming to help her, but nobody on the street was looking to aid him either. The cops were getting closer, judging by the sirens, and there was nothing immediate to hand for him to use as a weapon of his own.

      He took another cut.

      Another.

      Another.

      His blood was flowing freely now, the deep wound in his thigh combining with a half-dozen shallow ones to stain his clothing and leave small dribbles on the sidewalk as he retreated from her. He hadn’t taken any critical wounds—yet—but each slowed him down and gave her a little more ascendency.

      Confident and in control, she grinned as another swift stab went close to skewering him. “If you turn and run, I won’t follow.”

      “Fuck you.” Herron kicked out, landing only a glancing blow, but forcing her back a step. “This ends now.”

      Herron was tired of running…

      … and hiding…

      … and denying his nature.

      Determined to make a stand, despite his injuries and the lack of conditioning from long months spent on his yacht, he felt a fire in his stomach that fuelled his movements. He darted back from another slash, blindly reaching out to grab a raincoat from a rack out front of a street stall, a two-buck covering against Manila’s frequent tropical storms that Herron hoped would protect him better than that.

      He quickly rolled the jacket into a ball and then changed up the game.

      He came at her, using the balled-up jacket like a shield as the Widow slashed out at him again. The blade buried itself in the jacket, robbed of its power, but Herron still felt another sting in his hand as the tip of the blade bit into him. This wound was nothing compared to what he’d gained in return—control. The Widow’s eyes widened in fear as she realized the power shift, and he struck.

      He reached out with his free hand to grab her wrist and snapped it. She cried out in pain and released her grip on the knife, which remained buried in the coat.

      Herron yanked on it at the cost of a deeper cut, but finally disarmed her. Now the tables had turned. He didn’t let up, closing the distance between them and delivering a brutal knee to her midsection. She yelped and doubled over, then put her back in a headlock.

      Except, this time, she was out of tricks.

      “We’re going for a walk.” Herron gripped her tight and looked around. No cops. No embassy goons. No bystanders looking to intervene. “Try to escape again and I’ll snap your neck.”

      She didn’t respond. She was done fighting back—for now.

      He dragged her into the street, in front of the slow amble of cars that clogged the narrow roads around the market. Vehicles approached in both directions, but Herron saw the one he wanted in the southbound lane—a newer model Mercedes. He marched the Widow toward the car, bleeding and angry, ready to take issue with the driver if he had to.

      Herron stood in the way, and the driver slowed the car to a stop. The man took a second to take in the scene in front of him, then held his hands in plain sight, just above the wheel. Herron gestured with his chin: get the hell out of the car or get hurt. The driver did so without hesitation, running from the situation as fast as his legs could carry him.

      Herron opened the rear door, punched the Widow hard enough to knock her out, then shoved her inside. “Time to go.”
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      It was night by the time he parked the Mercedes. He’d driven them from the market at top speed, darting between traffic and working his ass off to the evade the cops, the Widow unconscious on the back seat. It had taken some time, but the high-performance vehicle had served him well and within an hour he’d been free of police attention.

      He'd pulled over and opened the trunk, hoping to find something to tie up his captive. Inside, there was a bunch of junk; the owner of the car was clearly some sort of hoarder or survivalist. There was a tow-rope—which he’d used immediately to bind the Widow—a tool kit, a reserve gas can, a tire iron, some emergency flares, a blanket, a first aid kit and more. He’d been forced to shift it all to the back seat to make enough room to lock the woman in the trunk.

      And now he opened it again, looked down at her and smiled. “Good evening. Have a nice sleep?”

      “Mmm!” She tried to speak, but Herron had stuffed another of his discoveries—an oily rag—in her mouth. She didn’t bother to test the rope tying her hands and ankles together, her broken wrist making such efforts futile. “Mmm!”

      He lifted her out and tossed her roughly onto the forest floor. Then he knelt down next to her. “What happens next is up to you, so I suggest you answer my questions.”

      She continued to stare up at him with cold, fearless eyes. Herron respected that—even though he’d bested her and her network of hijackers, she at least had some self-respect.

      It wouldn’t matter a few hours from now, when he’d done what he had to do to get the answers he needed, but for now, he had to give her a little credit.

      The moment he removed the gag from her mouth, however, the source of her impressive confidence was revealed. She smiled. “I’m a Chinese diplomat. Holding me prisoner violates the law.”

      “So does coordinating the hijacking of a few dozen vessels in international waters.” Herron sneered. “You’re a smart woman. You’ve done your homework.”

      “Of course.”

      “Then you know what I did to China Offshore Oil and Gas in Fiji.” Herron leaned in close to her face. “You think I give a damn about your diplomatic immunity?”

      Less than a month ago, he’d blown up a gas facility owned by the state-owned China Offshore Oil and Gas Company. He’d cost the company billions, removed its stranglehold over Fijian politics, and brought a swift end to the reign of the local dictator.

      She stiffened, and for the second time in a few hours, Herron detected fear in her. Who knew what such a man would be capable of here, deep in the forest, with no witnesses?

      “I can’t say anything to you.” All the earlier bravado had vanished from her voice. “It’s treason.”

      “Traitor if you talk, dead if you don’t.”

      He needed information from this woman to deliver on his commitment to Laidlaw and, if she didn’t provide it, he’d have to take her out. He couldn’t think of anyone who deserved it more: a middle manager protected by diplomatic immunity. She preyed on the vulnerable by choice, made others prey on the vulnerable to put food on their table. That made her expendable.

      “I want to know why a Chinese diplomat is coordinating hijackings.” He walked to the car and grabbed the tire iron he’d shifted from the trunk to the back seat. “I’m prepared to work for the answer.”

      “Because the Foreign Ministry told me to,” she snapped. “Because, like everything else that’s happening in the waters of Southeast Asia, China wants its neighbours to cry for help or run in fear.”

      Herron’s eyes widened. “So you want the United States Navy to struggle to stop the hijackers. The President of the Philippines will beg China for help and the problem will magically disappear.”

      “Sure…” Her voice trailed off, like she was thinking better of what she was about to say. “A few low-level deaths and a few destroyed hijacker vessels will have them eating out of the Party’s hand.”

      It had been the same story in Fiji: China had propped up the General—a brutal military dictator—in return for the right to exploit his country’s resources. Clearly, the country was flexing its muscles across Asia, using a range of plots and mechanisms to exert control. It was behaviour consistent with an emerging great power and eventually it would lead to a clash with the US.

      And the more the US pushed to counter it, the more the Philippines, Fiji, and places like them would fall into China’s lap.

      “I’m going to need more than that if you want to make it out of here with your head on your shoulders.” Herron slapped the tire iron against his palm. “I need answers.”

      “No need to be so crude.” She spoke carefully, her eyes on the weapon in his hand. “My entire career has been about making deals. So let’s make one.”

      “I’m listening. But you better give me something damn interesting, otherwise bits of you are going to break until you do.”

      “What do you want?”

      “Your bosses. You can save your own skin by giving up whoever’s in charge of the smuggling operation.”

      “You may as well just kill me, then. I’d prefer that to the punishment for betraying the Party.”

      She didn’t know how tempted he was to do just that. His whole being wanted him to swing the tire iron at her skull, take vengeance for the things and the people she’d taken from him—the things and the people she’d taken from others—and stop her from doing ever again.

      She undoubtedly deserved it.

      She was proud of her work and certain of her cause.

      She had no remorse for anything she’d done.

      She’d continue to do it.

      He lifted the tire iron to strike.

      And the Widow’s head exploded.
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      Herron flinched as blood and brain matter sprayed his face.

      He blinked in confusion, looked down at the tire iron, then back at the Widow’s corpse. What used to be her head was now a mess of gore, flayed skin, and matted hair—far more damage than could be inflicted by a crude weapon like a tire iron.

      Especially given he hadn’t hit her with it.

      In a split-second, his mind finally caught up to his eyes. He ducked low to obstruct the sniper’s next shot, winced as the shot bored deep into the trunk of a nearby tree and told him the direction of the shooter.

      South.

      Grasping the tire iron—his only weapon against the sniper—Herron ran back to the car and took shelter behind the hood. Inhaling sharply, he pressed his back against the vehicle, even as the sniper fired a half-dozen rounds into the engine and destroyed his ability to escape.

      He assessed his situation. It was clear now why the Widow hadn’t put up more of a fight once he’d taken her out of the trunk. She’d thought an embassy wet team would follow them and bail her out.

      Instead, they’d been deployed to blow her head off.

      In the end, her self-proclaimed ability to control the men around her had let her down.

      That was cold comfort for Herron. His situation was bleak: he was alone in a country he didn’t know well, with just a tire iron and his wits to defend himself against an entrenched sniper with a suppressed, high-calibre weapon. Nothing else could cause the amount of damage to the Widow’s skull without a sound.

      The only consolation was that the shooter had taken out the Widow first. If Herron had been the first target, he’d be with his maker right now.

      That fact alone suggested he was dealing with an embassy wet asset. The Filipino police would have taken him down straight away, especially given he was holding a heavy tool up, ready to kill their honoured guest. The Embassy would consider the Widow to be a burned asset. They’d worry she’d talk to Herron, so she’d have to die first. It wasn’t a certainty, but that’s where he’d have his money.

      Now he was alone in the woods with no means of escape from one or more enemy operatives.

      Armed enemy operatives.

      Deniable enemy operatives.

      It wasn’t the worst situation he’d ever been in, but it was near the top of the list. Almost all the other times, he’d had more weaponry or more support, but there was neither on offer here. That reduced his chances of success against his hidden foe to near zero.

      He waited for more shots to land, but except for the gentle rustle of trees in the breeze, the forest was silent. The shooter was seemingly content to wait for Herron to get impatient and put himself in the crosshairs, or else keep a close eye on him until the rest of the operators arrived to kill him.

      With a sigh, Herron decided he needed to make a move.

      He had to play a hunch, one he knew would get him killed if he’d guessed wrong. Taking the chance, he peered up above the engine block. His head was exposed for a good five seconds, more than enough time for a shooter to spot him and take him out.

      No shot came.

      He let out a long exhale. “Thermal imaging.”

      The shooter had a thermal scope, but he couldn’t see when Herron popped up over the engine, which had until a few minutes ago been working its ass off and burning hot. But he knew that moving away from the engine would instantly reveal him to the shooter.

      Unless…

      The seed of an idea forming in his head, Herron moved carefully to the back seat of the car, knowing his heat signature would no longer be hidden and that a shot from a high-calibre rifle could punch through any part of the car that wasn’t the engine.

      He opened the door and winced as a shot ricocheted off the vehicle, but he didn’t delay in grabbing the few items he needed—the half-full reserve gas can and the box of flares.

      Working quickly along the side of the car, more shots pounding into the vehicle, he opened the cap for the gas tank. Knowing he was taking a huge chance, he lit one flare, shoved it into the tank, and ran like crazy.

      As shots bored into the car and trees around him, Herron bolted through the forest, knowing he needed to get far away from the vehicle. A second later, the car exploded in a massive fireball as its gas tank ignited.

      And, for a split second, the entire forest was lit up by a blinding flash.

      Knowing the sort of discomfort the blast would have caused anyone watching through a thermal scope—searing and painful—Herron had a few seconds of total freedom. He moved further to the south, darting between trees, making use of every moment he was free from the sniper’s fire.

      “Good shooter…” Herron whispered to himself as he pressed up against the trunk of a tree and tossed the empty gas can on the ground. “But not great…”

      The whole time he’d been running, he’d been spilling gas from the reserve tank over the forest floor. And now, hoping he had got none of the fuel on his clothing, he prepared for his last play.

      He sparked the last of his two flares and tossed it on the liquid.

      The result was muted at first. The flare ignited the gasoline, but it took some time for the forest to burn properly. Thirty seconds. A minute. Two. But eventually the flames, aided by the fuel, began to consume the forest, the blaze growing with each passing second.

      And each passing second making thermal imagining less effective.

      Herron waited as long as he dared, knowing a kill team of operatives might be on their way, then took his chance. Although he wanted to kill the sniper, his mission to destroy the piracy ring was completed, and it was time to bug out. He wouldn’t waste the chance he’d created for himself by being stupid.

      He moved to the north, back in the car's direction, the flames in between himself and the sniper. The thermal shroud he’d covered himself in did the trick: the shooter couldn’t find a target amongst the flames and he clearly had no other type of scope amongst his gear.

      He was blind… and Herron was out of there.
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      Now a mile past the car, Herron continued through the forest, his footfalls as silent as whispers, each move careful. He was free of the shackles of the sniper’s gaze, but now he had other problems. He had no vehicle, it was a long way back to the road, and he knew a kill team might be hunting him.

      His bag of tricks empty, he was fumbling through the forest in near-total darkness. He could see only a few feet ahead of him, using the small amount of light from the moon that peeked through the canopy, and knew any operatives tracking him would have thermal imaging he could no longer spoof.

      As he moved, his senses worked their hardest to locate the hunters he assumed were out there—his ears for any sound, his eyes for any movement, his nose for any scent. If he detected someone, he could get the jump on them or evade them entirely, but it was just as likely they’d kill him before he even knew they were there.

      Fifteen minutes later, resting against a tree, he heard the first potential contact: the muffled sound of a male voice. It carried farther than it usually would in the silence and stillness of the forest, the first sign the team arrayed against him was less than elite.

      The operative should have known better. Herron would be sure to teach him.

      He stayed pressed against the trunk of a tree, on the far side of where he thought the voice came from. If he was wrong, the operative would likely have seen him already with the thermal goggles. When no shots came, he figured he was as concealed as he could hope to be.

      Crouching down, he fumbled on the ground until he found a small branch. He tapped the stick against the tree a few times and, after a half-dozen knocks, tossed it right in front of him. More noise for the operative to pick up on.

      More chatter.

      Male voice.

      Close.

      Herron remained deathly still. The operative came closer, the voice replaced by the sound of footfalls. He was good — quiet and slow — but he wasn’t perfect, making a slight sound with every step. Each rustle of leaves was an imperfection Herron could make fatal.

      When he was almost level with the tree, Herron swung the tire iron with all his strength.

      The blow landed like an atom bomb. Although Herron’s aim was a little low, for a blind attack he’d done enough. The steel crushed the man’s oesophagus and he started to choke, even as he stumbled back in shock. Experience or instinct kicked in and the wounded man raised his submachine gun.

      Herron gave him no time to aim and shoot. He gripped the tire iron tight, then brought it down on the operative’s right hand, shattering his wrist and devastating the many other tiny bones nearby. The shock wave ensured he couldn’t grip the submachine gun or pull the trigger.

      As the operative screamed out in distress, Herron hit him one more time, a hard shot to the chin that knocked him out and sent him to the ground. Herron dropped on him, placing the bar lengthwise across his neck, and pressing down hard.

      The unconscious man couldn’t fight or struggle. It was over quickly.

      The job done, Herron tossed the tire iron away and searched the corpse, fast but thorough. The thermal goggles and earpiece communicators the operatives were using were both perfectly intact. He put both on, then hefted the suppressed submachine gun.

      And with the playing field levelled, he set off into the forest.

      Figuring the dead operative’s cry would bring the others down on top of him, Herron kept his eyes peeled. He could hear them talking and guessed it was Mandarin, pegging the team as Chinese.

      Through the goggles, the trees and the ground looked dark, cool in the frigid night. Then a flash of colour.

      A human.

      The bright shape raised its weapon at the same time as he did, but a fraction of a second slower. The submachine gun kicked into Herron’s shoulder, the suppressor stealing most of the discharge. Bullets ripped into the operative, and he dropped a moment before he could get his own shot off.

      Herron looked around to make sure he was still alone, then he closed in on the downed man. Although his victim was still, Herron put another couple of rounds into his head to be sure, removing the risk of a hidden knife—he wouldn’t make that mistake again in a hurry—or a loud scuffle. Then he stripped the corpse of two extra magazines and departed.

      As he searched the forest, he did a mental stock take. In his experience, special operations teams the world over mostly worked in groups of four. It allowed for a mix of specialisations and mission redundancy in the event of casualties, while keeping the size of teams and their missions manageable.

      If he was right, he’d evaded the sniper and taken down two of the squad...

      One to go.
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        * * *

      

      Fifteen minutes later, frustration was gnawing at him. He’d located and downed two operatives without the tools to do so; now he had the right gear, but he’d failed to find the last man standing between him and freedom.

      He let out a sigh. “Where are you?”

      As he continued through the forest, he thought through a range of scenarios. The chatter in Mandarin over the comms had stopped, which meant they knew he was on the prowl or he was correct about their numbers, and the last man knew he had no one left to talk to. He scanned left and right, but the night vision goggles showed all dull and dark colours.

      There was no telltale brightness to signify another human…

      Had he been wrong about the team having four members?

      Or was the last doing a good job of evading him?

      Or had just bugged out?

      Then a pain akin to a white-hot poker lanced into his stomach.

      He looked down in shock, saw the entry wound—even with the thermal imaging goggles on——and immediately his sharply trained body and mind shifted from attack to defence. With the submachine gun in one hand, he clamped the other over the wound. Blood oozed wet and sticky between his fingers.

      “Not good,” Herron murmured as he took cover behind a tree. “Not good.”

      He waited a second, then stumbled through the forest, away from the shooter. Within minutes, he was going to be in terrible pain, the adrenaline only able to do so much. A few minutes after that, he’d go into shock. But that was still more time than he’d have if whoever was out there caught up with him or put another bullet in him. He’d fight while he still could.

      Pride wouldn’t let him stop.

      He stumbled and fell to the ground. His mind was fogged with pain and blood loss, but instinct and muscle memory got him back to his feet. He made it a few more yards, had to lean against a tree as he fought off a wave of nausea. He vomited—blood in the fluid—and then caught a flash of colour out of the corner of his eye.

      He was a split-second too slow to act.

      He screamed in pain as the operative who’d been tracking him jammed the stock of his submachine gun into the bullet wound. It was a perfectly aimed blow and hurt more than the gunshot itself, sending Herron reeling. He stumbled to one knee, unable to catch his breath through the pain.

      The operative smashed him in the side of the skull. Herron collapsed.

      He was bleeding.

      He was in excruciating pain.

      He was dying.

      Not yet...

      He rolled onto his back, tried to aim his submachine gun at the enemy, but his foe was too fast. He kicked out at Herron’s hand and dislodged the gun from his weakened grip. It landed in the dirt, and the operative’s boot found Herron’s mid-section, stomping over and over and over.

      Herron screamed in agony and anger, the last outraged exclamation of a life that was almost over. With all the strength he had left, he caught the operative’s boot as another kick came in, twisted it. His assailant went down in a heap, his howls loud and lengthy.

      With only a second to act, Herron inched closer to the submachine gun. It was a dozen feet away, but in his current state, it may as well have been a dozen miles. Each movement was accompanied by indescribable pain, enough that he might black out at any moment.

      But while he was alive, he’d keep fighting.

      Eleven feet…

      Ten feet…

      A breath.

      Nine feet…

      Eight feet…

      He let out a ragged cough, wet and meaty, spat blood on the ground.

      Seven feet…

      Six feet…

      The length of a tall person between him and his target… between him and a chance…

      Five feet…

      Four feet…

      A mighty, urgent scream of determination tore from him.

      Three feet…

      Two feet…

      Almost there.

      One foot…

      He reached out, clawed at the strap of the weapon, and pulled it closer. Wrapping his hand around its grip, he felt powerful again, like he was the weapon, a blade unsheathed. His life’s work was now to kill the enemy operative, even if it meant his own end.

      He had a chance. And that’s all he had ever needed.

      “Ooph.”

      He grunted as a boot came down on his wrist and pinned the hand and the gun to the ground. The operative stood over him.

      “You—”

      Pain stole the words from his mouth as the business end of his enemy’s submachine gun pressed into his stomach near the bullet wound. A volcano erupted inside his torso, and he clenched his jaw so hard he cracked a tooth.

      The operative spoke for the first time. In English. “You interfered in China’s business once and got away.” He kicked the gun further away from Herron. “Where did he go after Fiji, we wondered. We thought we’d lost you. Lucky for you.”

      A kick in the stomach.

      “But then you interfered again...”

      Another kick.

      “You critically damaged our smuggling ring and put it out of business. Yet you still weren’t happy...”

      And another.

      “You compromised one of our key people, a woman responsible for putting the Philippine government in our pocket…”

      Again.

      “You’ve ruined our influence in Fiji and now the Philippines, but our primary plan remains unaffected.”

      And again.

      “So, instead of gaining influence through control over other governments, we will now shift to gaining influence through control over you.”

      More.

      As more blows rained down and the pain overwhelmed him, Herron blacked out. A few times he woke, surprised to be alive, what reserves of brainpower he had left stunned that he could take so much punishment. Stunned, yet firm in the knowledge of one fact.

      He would die here.

      He coughed. “Kill…”

      “We know who you are, Mitch.” The operative smiled down at him. “You’ve drifted through life since you left the United States military. A nuisance, like a fly buzzing here and there…”

      “…me.”

      The operative drove his boot down again, cutting him off. “But you finally got swatted. And now you’re going to face up to your crimes.”

      Herron’s voice was quiet and broken, barely a whisper, as soft as the breeze still blowing through the forest. “Please...”

      The operative grinned, a smile of supreme confidence and situational dominance. Herron had worn it himself a hundred times, moments before he snuffed out a foe. Now the shoe was on the other foot.

      “Oh no, Mr Herron. If you think you’re going to die that easily, you’re going to be most disappointed...”
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      Something slapped Mitch Herron softly in the face. His eyes shot open, his body coiled and ready to strike… and he sighed. It was just his bunkmate. The other man had rolled over and flopped his fleshy arm over Herron’s face, an unconscious gesture not worthy of retaliation, rather a hazard of life when living in ridiculously close proximity to dozens of other people.

      Herron jabbed his neighbour in the side with his finger, which roused the other man enough to get him to withdraw his arm, then muttered, “Sorry, pal.”

      He closed his eyes, but sleep eluded him, as it had for most of the last three months he’d spent imprisoned inside the small hut. If given the choice now, in hindsight, bleeding out from a gut shot in the Philippines would have been his preferred option, better than this current hell on Earth.

      Instead, after he’d been shot by operatives sent to hunt him, he’d been patched up at the Chinese Embassy and then flown to China for a show trial. The whole charade had taken about three hours, with only prosecution evidence and witnesses presented in a closed courtroom to a panel of biased judges. The entire process was devoid of fairness and designed to railroad him toward one end point.

      Guilt and death.

      Since then, he’d done hard labour in a prison in the far west of China, awaiting execution. He’d been there three months – that alone was a triumph of sorts, because he’d learned the average prisoner usually perished from the appalling conditions within a month, saving the authorities the cost of a bullet. His survival had become a curiosity for the guards, but that didn’t mean Herron was unscathed.

      As he lay on his back, desperately trying to return to his slumber, he felt a familiar lump in his chest. A second later, he rolled onto his side and unleashed a barrage of violent, wracking coughs that woke several people and culminated in him spitting a gob of meaty phlegm onto the dirt floor. None of his neighbours chided him; they all had the sickness – whatever it was – and the evenings were an orchestra of coughing.

      Tonight, it was Herron’s turn.

      Giving up on the idea of sleep, he sat upright and shuffled along the bunk he shared, doing his best to exit the bed making no noise, a small game he liked to play to remind him of when he put his skill for stealth and concealed movement to good use. Tonight, he made it to the ground without making a sound, although he wasn’t sure whether the cough that preceded his escape counted.

      He looked around the hut, which was illuminated only by what spilled in from the overhead floodlights outside. Like always, he was the first awake; every other prisoner squeezed every minute of sleep out of the night so they could survive another sixteen hours of tough work ahead. Given it was winter, this was doubly important, because the only time any of them could feel even the slightest hint of warmth was huddled together.

      Worse than the cold was the stench. The reek of so many people confined in a small space would be bad at the best of times, but when those same people were worked half to death and denied the most basic sanitation, the combination was deadly. At the start of every day, like some sort of ghoulish alarm clock, the miasma of evacuated bowels signified one or two more had succumbed to the cold or hunger or sickness.

      Which was another reason Herron liked to rise early – to escape the suffocating smell of death.

      He’d survived another night, but as soon as he went outside to the lavatory, he could see in the bright light that old Mr Chi had not. His corpse littered the ground a few steps outside the door, half covered in snow, his lips blue and eyes devoid of life. He’d clearly taken the risk to shit into a tin bucket rather than in the hut's corner; that attempt to maintain the smallest shred of dignity had cost him his life.

      Herron’s practiced eye told him Chi had been there for hours. Not that the guards or anyone else cared. They patrolled on overhead gantries high above the prison grounds, armed with shotguns and rifles, rarely descending except to collect someone for execution or crack some skulls for crimes, real or imagined.

      “Poor bastard.” Herron leaned down to close Chi’s eyes. He didn’t bother to check for a pulse because even if he had found the barest whisper of life, the guards wouldn’t help him. “Rest easy, my friend.”

      Although he was trained to be as hard as granite, Herron regretted Chi’s death. He’d miss the old man. Chi had been one of the few prisoners who could speak English, and one of the few to survive in this place as long as Herron, a testament to the old guy’s toughness. He’d been an enormous help to Herron from the moment he’d arrived, but now he was dead.

      And his fate, after so many months, seemed an ominous portent of Herron’s near future.

      When he was finished with the lavatory, Herron stopped halfway back to the hut and reached down to scoop up some soft snow, the only source of clean water in the entire prison. He lifted it to his face and used it as an impromptu shower, running a handful through his overgrown hair and his scraggly beard, feeling colder but fresher for the effort. Then he put a handful into his mouth and sucked on it.

      By the time he got back to the hut, the other prisoners had roused. Herron watched as they sat up in bed, rubbed their faces, and looked around to see who hadn’t survived the night. A few of the older members of their little gang had passed away in their beds, including one who’d lasted barely a week. Several people noticed Chi’s absence, and they looked at Herron.

      “Outside.” He shrugged, unsure how many of them understood what he’d said, although they nodded like they had. “What does it matter, anyway?”

      “A little, I hope.” A female voice spoke from behind him. American, as out of place here as a hamburger or a Cadillac. She waited for him to turn, then smiled. “I’m Molly.”

      Herron looked her up and down, wondering for a moment if he was hallucinating. She was a young Chinese American woman, about thirty, with black hair. He hadn’t seen her before, and her clothes were too clean for her to be anything but a new arrival at the prison, which made him wonder how the hell she’d got here.

      When Herron didn’t respond, she kept talking, as if she’d read his thoughts. “I arrived late last night when everyone was already asleep.”

      That made sense. Herron remembered now that he’d woken in the middle of the night to the sound of the door opening and the rush of cold air it had admitted. He’d quickly gone back to sleep, writing it off as someone headed for the lavatory, but it must have been her arrival. The fact she’d survived the night without becoming a blubbering mess suggested she might last a while.

      He’d seen plenty of new prisoners in far worse shape, which didn’t bide well for their future.

      Still, he could tell she was putting on a brave face. Her eyes were puffy, which told him she’d been crying at some point and probably suffered through a sleepless night, but her lips were also slightly pursed with determination to gut her way through the first day and find some supports.

      She persisted with him. “Don’t suppose you’d be willing to show me the ropes around here a little?”

      Herron figured there was no downside. If nothing else, giving her a few pointers would fill in some time before they started work for the day. “I’m Mitch.”

      “I know who you are.” She smiled. “Let’s just say the Chinese Government didn’t like how I covered your trial, and I was too slow to get out of the country when it was finished.”

      Herron could have laughed. He could have laughed all day, all night, then still be standing here a day from now with a big grin on his face. After all his efforts to stay hidden during his career, he’d been confronted by a reporter in the middle of a Chinese political prison in the ass end of nowhere. It didn’t matter a damn, but it seemed to signify he’d reached the end of the line.

      Instead, he kept his expression flat. “Well, Molly, I’m sorry you landed in here because of me. I’d be happy to show you around.”

      What he almost told her but didn’t was that there wasn’t much to show. She’d seen the beds already. Soon enough, she’d see the work areas and the lavatory – a tin bucket that was rarely emptied, shielded on three sides by curtains hanging from a crude frame – and the paved area out front of each hut where they got two meals of rice and vegetable broth every day.

      That was their entire world.

      He was about to speak when the door burst open and the hut was filled with guards, who shouted in Mandarin. Herron stared at them blankly, but the panicked scramble around him told him all he needed to know. It was time for the weekly contraband check, a search that usually achieved little except to allow some soldiers to throw their weight around.

      Herron didn’t care. He had no contraband, so he simply stood in the line of prisoners and watched as the soldiers went to work. One, armed with a shotgun, kept watch while three more focused on the search. They tossed the threadbare blankets aside, flipped the thin mattresses, and searched each prisoner. Usually, they found no contraband and were content with making a colossal mess.

      But today, someone had held onto a cigarette for a little too long.

      It was always a gamble. The cigarettes were used in equal parts as currency and a desperate hit of normalcy, even for those who rarely smoked. In return for a little extra food or some other boon, the smokes found their way into your pocket. But the danger of being caught with them turned possession into a deadly game the inmates played with the guards.

      Today, someone had lost the game of Russian roulette.

      Herron kept his face neutral as the guard who’d found the single smoke held it up and shouted in Mandarin, his reaction over the top compared to the severity of the crime. But Herron’s eyes did narrow when the shouts didn’t stop. A murmur of panic rippled through the assembled prisoners that Herron didn’t need to speak Mandarin to understand.

      “Which of you is Molly?” The guard who’d found the smokes surprised Herron with his broken English. “Show yourself or else your cellmates will suffer.”

      Molly turned her head to look at Herron, panic in her eyes, then faced the guard and took a step forward. “Me.”

      The guard took his time to look Molly up and down. She was a rarity in the prison. A novelty. A young woman who’d not yet had her spirit crushed. He dripped sleaze as he sauntered over to her and stopped only inches from her. After a quick turn to his buddies to share a joke in Mandarin, he swung back to Molly, hand raised to strike.

      Herron exploded with violence. He wasn’t sure why he decided to make his stand now. Maybe it was because he’d seen this guard brutalise several others in the months he’d been here. Or because he was ready to hurry up and die. Or because his only friend in here – Chi – had paid with his life for the simple dignity of taking a shit in private. Whatever the reason, he was committed.

      He took one step forward and caught the guard’s hand as it was halfway to Molly’s face. His muscles strained, but he stopped the blow entirely. The guard turned his head, shock and then outrage on his face, and Herron delivered a brutal headbutt with the crown of his head.

      The impact hit the guard like a nuclear weapon hits a city.

      His nose exploded, spewing blood.

      His eyes went glassy.

      He dropped.

      Herron smiled at Molly for a split second, then focused on the other guards.

      As the guards shouted at him in Mandarin, the other prisoners did the same, their tone a mix of excitement and worry. But any appetite Herron had for the fight disappeared instantly, when the guard armed with the shotgun turned to aim it – not at him, but at the tightly bunched group of prisoners.

      Herron froze, and the guard smiled; he knew he’d won.

      In a previous life, Herron would have exploited the guard’s mistake and kept up the attack. By pointing a gun at the crowd, rather than him, the man had made a bet on Herron’s morality and conscience. It would take absolutely no effort for Herron to charge into him and take him down in seconds, even if it meant a dozen prisoners ate a load of buckshot.

      But in this life, he let out a lengthy sigh and spat at the guard. “You coward.”
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        * * *

      

      Herron didn’t resist as one guard gripped each of his arms and marched him through the grounds of the prison, even as the morning skies darkened and the heavens opened. Heavy rain pelted down on him, making the chilly wind that roared through the prison feel like it was in his bones. His hair and clothes were soaked, and sticky mud from the winter’s torrential downpours clung to the cheap, rubber-soled shoes he’d been issued.

      As the rain increased, Herron was dragged deeper into the gargantuan prison, to places he hadn’t been before in his three months inside. That a prison of such scale could exist seemingly on the periphery of the Chinese nation showed industrial-level suppression of dissidents and political prisoners, and that the regime wanted their detainees as far away from the power centre as possible.

      Eventually, he was brought to a stop in a large open area, all concrete. All around him, the wooden huts used to house the prisoners faced in on the courtyard, which meant he was on display for thousands of other inmates – a mix of men and women. On overhead gantries, guards kept a watchful eye on the imprisoned masses, while at ground level Herron had his own detail of guards, including the guy whose nose he’d broken.

      For minutes, then hours, he was forced to wait in the rain – a petty display to show him who was boss. The guards didn’t care; they were sheltered under nearby cover, spared from the downpour. As he waited, Herron shivered, his body temperature dropping. His teeth chattered, but the whole time, he kept his head up and his eyes open. He refused to turn to the guards or show any weakness.

      More hours passed, the rain heavy and relentless, until eventually it stopped. The black clouds were replaced with overcast skies, nasty and grey, although it looked like the prison would be spared any further rain for the time being. Five minutes after the last drop fell, a door opened on to the courtyard and a man emerged in full military uniform, sporting the rank of colonel on his epaulettes.

      The Colonel strode proudly over to Herron, then leaned in close to his face. “Mr Herron, I know you’re a big deal. But here, you are simply inmate 403605.”

      Herron kept quiet.

      “As inmate 403605, you are at the mercy of me and my guards.” The Colonel smiled. “And you made a huge mistake this morning.”

      Herron matched the smile, held the Colonel’s gaze for a second, and then, just as he had with the man’s subordinate, he obliterated the officer’s nose with the crown of his skull. It was a brutal blow, delivered with all the pent-up frustration Herron had felt in his months in the prison. The Colonel grunted and dropped to the ground, knocked out instantly even as his nose erupted blood onto the concrete.

      Even as the other inmates roared with approval and the guards closed in on him, Herron simply stood over the Colonel and laughed. Even as the expected blows from the stocks of the guards’ shotguns rained down on him, he still laughed. Even as he dropped to the ground and curled into a ball, to prevent the blows from the guards from doing too much damage, he still laughed.

      After a while, the guards stopped and hauled him to his feet, but the Colonel was nowhere to be seen. There was a trail of blood, so Herron assumed he’d been carried off to the infirmary, which was good enough for now. Glad he’d made a good first impression yet battered from the assault, Herron put up no further resistance as the guards gripped his arms and dragged him away.

      He was taken past a dozen wooden huts, each with hundreds of men and women inside, until he was brought to a stop at a vacant field in a corner of the prison. He pulled up short when he saw who was already standing there in the dirt – Molly, a single armed guard monitoring her.

      She was holding a shovel.

      As Herron approached, still under close guard, she held the shovel out to him. “They told me to tell you, you need to dig. And that, if you stop, they’ll shoot both of us.”

      Herron shrugged and started to dig.

      Hours later, after all the daylight had been spent and the handle of the shovel he’d wielded for twelve hours was soaked in blood, he reached up to wipe the sweat from his brow. It was a futile exercise, given his clothes and his hair were soaked with perspiration, but he felt better for the effort, anyway. It was a slight gesture of resistance against the Chinese guards, who stared down at him from the edge of the pit he’d dug.

      “Thirsty work.” Herron looked up at one of the guards and cracked a wry smile. “But someone has to do it I guess.”

      His smile grew when the guard grunted a response in Mandarin. Herron didn’t need to speak the language to understand the guard had ordered him to get back to work. He did so, mostly because he didn’t want the guard to threaten Molly if he refused. She was sitting, cold on the ground in the middle of the pit, forced to watch as he put all his energy into the dig.

      Herron assumed the hole he’d spent all day digging was for the concrete slab of a new prison hut. It was hot and hard work, despite the cold climate, and he hadn’t been given any food, water, or rest. Even for a man with immense physical reserves, it was difficult to stay on his feet. Carrying the injuries from his beating, it was almost impossible.

      But he wasn’t done yet.

      “Keep your spirits up.” Herron dug the shovel deep into the earth as he spoke to Molly. “I’ll still be on my feet when they get bored and throw us back into the hut.”

      “You sure?” Her voice was soft and uncertain. “If you apologise for assaulting them, they might reconsider and—”

      “Forget that.” Herron stopped his dig and turned to face her. “Think about the biggest asshole bully you’ve ever worked for and what would happen if you asked for him to go easy on you…”

      She laughed.

      Herron squinted. “What?”

      “Ken Dinnane. He was my Bureau Chief in Beijing and if he was here, he’d be in charge of the place.”

      “If he’s such a hardass, he should have told you not to cover my story.” Herron frowned. “He should have known that too many questions would land you in here.”

      “Oh, he knew…” Her voice trailed off and a hint of sadness entered it. “He’s the one who told me to keep at it…”

      “Well, fuck him.” Herron shrugged. “And don’t let these bastards get you down, even when I’m not here to punch their lights out.”

      He drove the shovel into the dirt again. It was brutal to make her watch him be worked to death. He was a soldier and a killer who’d known the price of rebellion, but she was a journalist. It was a message to the rest of the prisoners and, once Herron dropped, the guards would make it her penance to her spread the word that dissent is death.

      More hours passed, the sun replaced with portable floodlights, yet still Herron kept digging. A few times, the guards walked small groups of prisoners past the hole – no doubt the loudmouths and the gossips who’d help to get the word out. Because, while it was common for prisoners to die here, they mostly froze in their beds and simply didn’t wake up. They were rarely so obviously worked to death.

      Herron ignored the rubberneckers until a visitor he couldn’t ignore arrived: the Colonel whose nose he’d broken. The officer sauntered up to the pit and shared harsh words in Mandarin with the guards. He was unhappy, either with the fact that Herron was still alive or that the pit wasn’t fully dug yet, and once he had left again, the guards remained tense and on edge.

      Herron gave a grim laugh. “Sorry to inconvenience you bastards. I’ll still be here tomorrow. Will you?”

      He dug more and only stopped again when the Colonel returned, deep into the night, to check in on his progress. Clearly, the man was heavily invested in his new building, or Herron’s punishment, or both. But this time – to Herron’s surprise – the officer walked right past the guards and to the edge of the pit.

      “Enough of this.” He spoke in broken English as the guards shone a flashlight down on Herron. “Put down the shovel and come with me.”

      Herron frowned. He’d resigned himself to the fact that he was going to die from exhaustion rather than in a blaze of gunfire, yet now the situation had changed again. He locked eyes with the Colonel for a second or two, deciding whether to obey or resist, until the guards again pointed their weapons at Molly and made the choice easy for him.

      He followed the Colonel on a snaking route through the camp, Molly and the guards in their wake. They passed other prisoners; some looked thin and malnourished, others looked strong, but Herron could see an emptiness in their eyes that told him how brittle they were. A few unfortunate souls were broken in both body and spirit. They’d fall next.

      On and on they walked, through fences and guard checkpoints, and the journey gave Herron a newfound appreciation of just how large the prison was. There were so many enemies China wanted as far out of the way as possible, or to punish brutally. It was a concentration camp, where those who entered were worked to death with no chance of freedom ever again.

      It was the place Herron would die.

      And he wasn’t the only one.

      His eyes narrowed. “You bastards.”

      Up ahead, dozens of prisoners had been lined up against one of the long walls that formed the exterior perimeter of the prison. Their backs were pressed hard up against it and their frightened faces were visible in the light that shone down from the guard walkway up above. Behind them, in the wall itself, Herron could see hundreds of places where bullets had chipped the concrete.

      This was the place.

      The colonel smiled at him, even as a dozen guards took aim at him. “Up against the wall.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Herron kept his eyes open as he calmly waited for the end.

      Around him, others were taking a different tack, though not necessarily by choice. On his left, a condemned young Chinese woman hyperventilated, so rife with panic that she could barely suck in any air at all. On his right, an older man whispered incoherently to himself. Yet neither dared move away from the wall because that would only hasten their end.

      Even in their last moments, humans were hard-wired to behave in ways that would keep them alive.

      If only for a few seconds.

      Opposite them, twenty guards were lined in a long row, each with an assault rifle. The weapons were aimed at the ground, for now, but neither Herron nor the other poor schmucks beside him had any doubt about what would come next. They’d be shot and carted away, forgotten, until some other prisoners were forced to scrub their blood off the prison wall in a day or two.

      The Colonel himself stood between the groups, then he walked over to Herron.

      “Quite a statement you’re making.” Herron scoffed when the Colonel was in earshot. “If this is about me striking you, put a bullet in me or keep me digging the hole for the hut, but leave these people alone.”

      The Colonel squinted in apparent confusion, his mind clearly working overtime to translate Herron’s words. Then he laughed. “You thought the hole was for another prison building?”

      Herron frowned. “What’s it for then?”

      The Colonel smiled and held his hands wide to showcase the collection of prisoners like a game show host revealed a grand prize. Herron almost reached forward to snap his neck, but the guards raised their weapons and aimed them at people against the wall. Although Herron thought he could finish the Colonel before he was taken down, he didn’t want to give the guards a reason to shoot early, end these people’s lives sooner.

      His hesitation simply made the Colonel grin wider still. “You’re not the sort of man used to being restrained, are you?”

      Herron didn’t respond. His hands balled into fists by his side.

      “Indeed, this is quite an inauspicious end for a man of your expertise.” The Colonel got in Herron’s bruised face. “The most wanted man in the world, shot dead in the backwaters of rural China.”

      “Shot dead is shot dead. Whether it’s you or some other bootlicker pulling the trigger, it makes no difference to me.”

      The Colonel sneered. “I don’t believe you.”

      Herron kept quiet. He was surprised it had taken this long to reach the end of the road. In his business, death usually came young and sudden. He’d put dozens of people in the ground. Hundreds. The simple law of averages said that his ticket would be punched eventually. When he’d struck out from the Enclave, he’d expected his life to be measured in days.

      Instead, he’d rid the world of that plague, then enjoyed a few years in relative peace, despite being in the sights of every intelligence agency and contract killer on Earth. He hadn’t expected to sail the ocean indefinitely, and although imprisonment and execution in rural China wasn’t the way he’d have ended his own story, it was as good a death as any.

      He smiled at the Colonel, enjoying his look of irritation. “Get it over with, you bastard.”

      The Colonel’s face twisted into a sour grimace, clearly upset Herron hadn’t buckled in the face of certain death. Then he walked away and left the guards to watch over the assembled prisoners, many of whom were now even more hysterical than before. Some cried, some pleaded, some stared at the guards, some stared at Herron, some simply stared at the dirt and waited for the end.

      Seconds passed, then almost a minute, then longer. Any moment, Herron expected to hear the crack of the assault rifles, maybe a split-second before his own end came. Or he might be first. Either way, he didn’t expect the guards to fire all on cue, because that required a level of precision and practice that was beyond a platoon of prison guards in the ass-end of China.

      The longer he waited, the more irritated he got, prepared for the end but not for the cruelty of these people being forced to wait to feel the kiss of the bullet. A few of them pissed or shat themselves, an understandable human reaction. He himself didn’t feel fear at the prospect of his death. He’d considered himself dead for a decade.

      “Get on with it!” Herron shouted at the top of his voice. “Or in thirty more seconds, I’m going to charge right at you!”

      The shots came, delivering death to the prisoners; men and women collapsed to the ground in their dozens, their lives ended.

      But when the firing stopped, Herron was still standing.

      He looked left and right, wondering why he’d been spared. Had the guard assigned to take him out been asleep at the wheel? Had his gun jammed? What other reason could there be for the fact that he was still alive when everyone else had fallen?

      Then, instead of the delayed thunder of the assault rifle, he heard the distant bass rumble of a chopper.

      The Colonel watched the helicopter close in, then he walked over to Herron. “I hope you appreciated my last gift to you before you leave my care.”

      Herron shouted curses at the Colonel, who simply walked away, leaving him against the wall, several rifles pointed at him and surrounded by corpses. The whole ghoulish show had been one final torment to amuse his captor.

      The obvious question now: what came next?

      Herron’s senses tingled with anticipation as the helicopter landed, kicking up a plume of dust. A moment after it touched down, a side door slid open and revealed the same quartet of operatives who’d escorted him to the prison months ago. Two of them he knew from the Philippines – including the one who’d shot him – while the other pair had been reinforcements for the team members Herron had killed as they hunted him through the trees.

      Then a fifth person exited the chopper.

      Chinese Foreign Minister Han.

      Herron knew his face. Almost anyone even remotely interested in global politics did. Han had been the spear tip of the aggressive Chinese push beyond its own borders and into conflict with others. Some of that had been direct, pushing into the territory or waters of smaller countries, while some had been more covert, like the undermining of the Fijian government by Chinese gas interests or sponsoring piracy in the Philippines.

      Both efforts Herron had happily disrupted.

      As Han exited the chopper, Herron wondered whether the politician had travelled to the prison to see the execution of a man who’d caused him so much trouble. Clearly, the Colonel had known Han was coming, and had never planned to have Herron shot; it remained to be seen if Herron was going to last mere minutes longer than his peers on the wall or if there was something more complex going on.

      The Chinese Foreign Minister kept low as he walked under the rotor and shielded his eyes from the dust and dirt being kicked up. But once he was clear of the chopper, Han surveyed his surrounds with disdain, a man used to the finer things, not the mud and the stench of a political prison at the end of the Earth.

      Herron kept his eyes locked on Han as the politician scanned the crowd. Whether it was because it was dark – the camp lit only by the floodlights mounted on the walls – or because his eyesight was terrible, Han struggled to find what he was looking for. But when the Colonel approached the senior official and pointed at Herron, Han’s face split with a wide smile.

      Herron betrayed no emotion as Han approached, waiting until the man was close enough to hear before speaking. “You’ve come a long way to watch a condemned man die, Minister.”

      “Mr Herron, it’s nice to finally meet you. But you mistake my intent. Things have changed a little since you’ve been in here.”
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      Herron’s eyes flickered open, but the sensation differed from waking up over the last few months. He had a pillow. And sheets. And a blanket. There was no neighbour to jostle for space and no corpses to worry about climbing over on the way out of his bunk. He was in a bed that was warm and a room that was quiet. For a moment, he was confused, a sensation he hadn’t experienced many times in his life.

      Then he remembered.

      Since he’d left the prison in Han’s chopper, he’d been flown to a local airport, then boarded a plane to Beijing, then transferred to a car and driven to a five-star hotel, then deposited in one of the rooms. The operatives escorting him had made it clear he was well guarded and that, besides the guards inside his room and outside his door, others were stationed in the rooms above, below, and on either side of his room.

      Still, Herron’s pride had demanded he try to escape. He’d checked the windows and the door – both locked – and then decided rest and recuperation would serve him well until a better opportunity to escape came along. He’d stocked up on room service, hit the mini bar, taken a long shower, and then gone to bed.

      Twelve glorious hours later, he felt like a new man. At least until a wracking cough reminded him of the toll the prison had taken on him, the grip of sickness he felt in his chest and his muscles and his bones. He sighed. “Time to figure out the cost of living.”

      He threw back the covers and climbed out of bed, aware he had an imminent date with Han at the Chinese Foreign Ministry building. He’d been told in not-so-subtle terms that he’d better be ready by ten in the morning or else the Chinese operatives would drag him out of bed and toss him in the back of a car, regardless of the state he was in. The agent standing in the room – the same who had shot Herron in the Philippines and had watched his every movement since arriving at the hotel – was evidence they were ready and willing to do just that.

      He shuffled over to the window and pulled back the curtains, bathing the room in sunlight. He squinted for a moment until his eyes adjusted enough for him to take in the view outside. The sun looked hazy, wreathed by the smog and pollution of Beijing, the size and bustle of the city beneath it a world away from the prison.

      Like it or not, Herron was back in the big leagues.

      He enjoyed the view for a minute, then made his way to the bathroom, which was as big as the shower block one hundred prisoners had access to together for five minutes once per week. He turned on the heated overhead light, ran the water, and stripped off his clothes. When he’d showered the night before, he had been too consumed by the sensation of the hot water and his own fatigue to pay attention to the toll prison had taken on his body. The kiss of the hot water on his skin had been close to the best thing Herron had ever experienced. After several months spent nearly frozen in a prison hut in rural China, the ability to warm up and wash the stink of his bunkmates out of his nostrils was an enormous treat.

      Now, as he waited for the water to warm up, he turned to the mirror and took the time to examine what three months of captivity had done to him.

      It wasn’t pretty.

      A face he didn’t recognise stared back at him. His hair was shoulder length and thinner than he remembered, while further south his usually close shaved facial hair had sprouted into an unruly beard. In between, his skin looked pale and sallow, which contrasted with the heavy dark bags under his eyes, the deepening bruises from his punishment beating, and the deep lines on his forehead.

      And that was the best news.

      His body looked feeble. He was thinner than he’d ever been, thanks to the starvation and the sickness from the prison. Black and purple contusions had bloomed on his torso and arms, and it was a miracle nothing had been broken when the guards had gone to town on him. His hands were raw, scabbed from cuts and scraped skin earned during his time with the shovel. In fact, the only thing familiar about his body at all was the collection of scars earned over a few decades of combat: cuts and bullet holes that had long ago healed, plus one newer addition.

      The bullet wound he’d taken in the gut in the Philippines hadn’t healed well. It looked as angry and inflamed as Herron felt.

      With a sigh, he turned back to the shower and walked under the scalding water.

      He spent more time in there than necessary, scrubbed every inch of himself, then did it twice more just to be sure. Even now, it felt as if layers of grime were being shed with each second he spent under the water. When he was done, he climbed out of the shower, grabbed the scissors and the razor he’d left on the bathroom counter, then got to work.

      First, he used the scissors to cut most of the hair from his head and from his beard. It took a long time, but after a lot of work, he could use the razor to finish the job. He ran the blade over his head, removing every bit of hair, then he did the same with his beard. By the time he was done, his eyebrows were all that was left.

      He surveyed his handiwork in the mirror and smiled. Where it was uninjured, his skin was a pale pink, scrubbed clean and hot from the water, while he’d also done a reasonable job of his hair and his beard. A few more minutes to brush his teeth with the hotel’s complementary toothbrush was all it took to finish the job, and it finally felt like his rebirth was completed. He still wasn’t quite himself, but the new model was an enormous improvement.

      Only then did he turn to look at the operative assigned to watch over him. He smiled. “Enjoy the gun show?”

      The Chinese agent stared at him, his face devoid of emotion. Either he didn’t understand the joke, or he just didn’t think Herron was funny. “Get dressed.”

      Herron nodded and left the room, a little disappointed at the continued lack of banter with his guard. Although he was tempted to take down the man as payback for the gunshot wounds he had inflicted upon him months ago, he knew there was almost no chance of subsequent escape. The odds were bad, so he’d play along with their game for now.

      Dressed in chinos and a shirt provided by his captors, he let himself be cuffed and then they left the hotel room. The same three operatives from the helicopter joined his room guard, and they escorted him into the elevator. Their pistols were clearly visible in their shoulder holsters.

      The man who’d shot Herron appeared to be their leader. He was also the youngest of the lot. Herron had heard one of the others call him Wei, although he wasn’t sure if that was a first name or last. Small and quiet, the man gave off the aura of someone who was the best of the best. He was the alpha in charge of the others.

      When the elevator reached the ground level, Herron let the operatives lead him across the large open lobby and toward the entrance. Their little procession was gawked at by staff and other guests, which quickly resulted in the ire of the operatives. They snarled and barked at the rubberneckers to look away, while the few people who drifted closer were warned off.

      The whole time the four men were focused on what was happening around them, Herron was focused on them and them alone. He knew the weak spot in any movement of a prisoner was between points A and B – less secure, less predictable, less contained – and he figured if he was going to make his move, it had to be now.

      He was helped by the assumptions of his captors. To them, he was a broken man who’d already been thoroughly bested, who was handcuffed, and had no weapons and no resources with which to resist. And while most of that was true – except for the broken bit – Herron only needed an inch to have a chance at escape. It wouldn’t be easy. These were skilled men, but he had one more advantage.

      He didn’t think under any circumstances they’d shoot him on the way to the meeting with their boss.

      As they walked, for each step his captors took, Herron took a half-step less, subtly edging himself closer to the pair that took up the rear and allowing the advance pair a little too far ahead of him. The rear duo should have noticed, but with their attention diverted by the people all around them, they failed to spot it. The advance pair had no way to know because they were looking ahead.

      Herron took a deep breath and steeled himself for the violence to come. When his left foot was planted on the ground, instead of another step, he rose onto the ball of his foot and then executed a perfect back kick with his right. The shot was high and on target, clipping the operative he’d aimed at on the chin and sending him to the ground.

      Even before the man landed, and before those in front could turn to respond, Herron continued his momentum from the kick and swept the legs of the other operative tailing him. It wasn’t a perfect shot – not even close – but his target had been focused on drawing his pistol and was unprepared to defend himself against the low blow.

      The burst of activity had taken less than two seconds, but Herron had gained all he needed to make his run for it. Both operatives behind him were down on the tiled floor, although quickly regaining their feet; those in front of him had turned and were drawing their weapons. He ignored them all, taking the opening his actions had provided and bolting across the hotel lobby.

      Shouts and threats followed him, but the shot in the back he half expected never came. While he had no doubt the men would gun him down in public if their orders called for that, he’d correctly figured they wouldn’t shoot him dead if their orders prevented it. He hadn’t been visited at the prison by Han and then flown all the way to Beijing if the Chinese minister didn’t intend to use him for some purpose or another. That meant Han would be pissed as hell if his goons got trigger-happy on the way to the appointment. Or if they didn’t get Herron to the appointment at all.

      As he ran, Herron heard the pounding of footsteps behind him, but he had escaped far worse circumstances with far less opportunity before.
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        * * *

      

      Herron kept his eyes down and pulled the stolen baseball cap lower over his head as he walked down Chaoyang Park Road toward the Beijing East Palace Apartment Towers. He was conscious of his vulnerability. Beijing was the epicentre of the largest authoritarian state in the world, saturated by an array of soldiers, secret police, and security cameras.

      Not to mention the team of operatives Herron had left in his dust.

      With his freedom won, the game had shifted to one of cat and mouse. He knew every member of the regime, from Minister Han down to the lowest of lowly street cops, would now be hunting for him. He was now not only the most wanted fugitive in the world – a man who a few dozen governments had active kill orders against – but also a sore point of embarrassment for the PRC.

      They’d paraded him in front of the media, put him on trial and promised he’d be executed, so it would be a source of international shame if he popped up on the streets of Beijing or elsewhere. He couldn’t access an airport or a railway station without a hundred sets of eyes instantly being fixed on him. Hell, he could barely walk down the street without the threat of imminent discovery.

      For a man used to living in the shadows, it was a new existence.

      Arriving at the Apartment Towers, he removed his hat and walked up the stairs. The small, six-level office building had an entrance intercom, and while he knew it was a risk, he would need to show his face. He reached out, pressed the buzzer he wanted, then waited. All the while he felt exposed, like at any moment a cop car would pull up nearby and he’d have the authorities all over him.

      Instead, after a moment, the intercom chime sounded, and a female American voice blared from the small speaker. “Yes?”

      “Uh, Cara…” Herron’s voice trailed off; he didn’t really know what to say to this woman. “It’s Mitch Herron…”

      There was a long pause, so long Herron thought maybe she’d forgotten who he was or that she’d called the cops on him. After almost thirty seconds, she spoke again. “I thought you were dead.”

      “I get that a lot. Look, you don’t have to help me, but I’ve got nowhere else to go and I need to get off the streets.”

      As he waited through another long pause, he looked away from the intercom to the surrounding street. Cars clogged the road and pedestrians in corporate attire bustled for space on the overcrowded sidewalk. Only a few people glanced at him – none for more than a second or two – and there were no cops or military personnel in sight.

      Finally, a loud buzz sounded, and the heavy door unlocked with a clunk. Herron’s attention returned to the intercom in time to hear the woman speak. “Come on up.”

      Herron took his finger off the intercom button and headed inside, taking the elevator up to the right level, then finding his way to the woman’s door. He reached out to tap on it with his knuckles, but it opened before he could, revealing a tall woman with a hand on her hip.

      “Why are you here, Mitch?” She raised an eyebrow, making it clear his entry hinged on his answer. “And don’t bullshit me, okay?”

      “I’ve never done that in my life, Cara. I’m on the run, I’ve got nowhere else to go and I need to get off the streets.”

      “You could have lied about that, you know.” Her stern expression softened a bit. She sized him up for a second, then let out a lengthy sigh and held her arms out wide. “It’s good to see you.”

      Herron wasn’t one for physical displays of affection, but he made an exception for Cara Sargent. Her husband, Declan, had been one of Herron’s old special forces buddies. He’d also roughed her up badly, and she’d fled halfway across the globe to get away from him. As soon as Herron and his squad mates had found out about the abuses, they’d taken care of the problem.

      She didn’t know that, though.

      Nor did she need to.

      He pulled away from Cara and followed her inside, closing and locking the door behind them. She looked as well as ever and Herron was glad for it. It would have been easy for her to give up on life, given all that she’d been through, but instead – as best he could tell – she’d reset her life and made a success of it.

      After he’d escaped the four operatives, he’d used a stolen phone and public Wi-Fi to track her down, a job that hadn’t taken long given she didn’t seem inclined to hide her identity or her business. She was now a powerful lawyer who represented Western firms in Beijing, helping them to navigate the maze of bureaucracy necessary for doing business in China.

      And from the looks of her place, she was doing okay for herself: her open plan living and dining area was cavernous and decorated with expensive furniture. He froze on the spot and let out a loud whistle. “Good for you, Cara.”

      She shrugged and gestured him toward the dining table. “Do you want something to eat? Or something to drink?”

      Herron nodded and took a seat while she went to work. He watched her work around the kitchen, deftly constructing a platter of food – meats, cheeses, crackers and fruit, a smorgasbord finer than Herron had eaten in years – and then complementing it with two glasses of wine. By the time she put it down in front of him, Herron’s stomach had rumbled a few times.

      He reached out to pick up the glass of wine. “You really know how to impress a guy.”

      She picked up her own glass and then took a sip. “What do you want, Mitch?”

      “The wine and cheese were a reasonable start…” He let out a lengthy sigh. “Honestly, I need some cash and a place to lie low for a while…”

      She ran a hand through her hair. “And then?”

      Herron took his time to savour some of the food, although his eyes never once shifted from her. “And then I don’t know.”

      As she continued to sip her wine, she sized him up, her face a clouded mystery of emotion. The only sound inside the apartment was the traffic noise from the street below, and her silence told him he was on his own. He’d come here out of desperation, because he knew nobody else in Beijing and had no cash. It looked like he might leave empty-handed.

      Herron drained his wineglass and ate one more bite of food, then got to his feet. “Thanks for the hospitality, Cara. It was good to see you.”

      She didn’t speak as he crossed the room, but when he was halfway down the hallway to the front door, she called out after him. “I’ll help you if you tell me what happened to Declan.”

      Herron swallowed hard. He didn’t want to tell her that, but he didn’t have too much of a choice. Too many sets of eyes were after him to be on the street right now. He needed to hide for a day or two, let the heat die down and then make a break for somewhere a little cooler than Beijing. As a bonus, by then he might have figured out what he needed to do to get out of China.

      If that meant he had to spill the beans on a job he swore he’d never talk about, then so be it.

      He returned to the table, sat, and looked her in the eyes. “If you force me to tell you this, what comes out of my mouth can’t go back in again.”

      “I know.”

      “Fine.” He paused, just for a moment. “After Declan put you in hospital, he went on a mission with us. He didn’t survive it. I can’t tell you where or how, but he didn’t suffer.”

      She nodded, stared at him for a long while. The silence was acute – almost painful – as this woman finally got the answer to a question that had no doubt dogged her for years. He waited for her to respond, the silence in the apartment matched by quiet outside of it… and it slowly dawned on Herron that there was a problem.

      It started as a small warning in the deep recesses of his mind, but soon revealed itself like an emergency flare.

      As Cara digested his words, Herron walked to the window and peered down at the street. The newfound quiet hadn’t been his imagination and his mind had warned him accordingly. There were no cars on the street. No pedestrians on the sidewalk. He stared out for a good twenty seconds; it was like a major street of one of the most populous cities in the world had been frozen in time.

      “What did you do?” Herron’s eyes blazed with fury as he turned to Cara. “Who the hell did you call?”

      Silence. Again.

      He stalked over to her, smashed his wineglass on the edge of the table and held the sharp stem against her throat. “Talk.”

      “You won’t hurt me, Mitch.” Her features softened, and she stared at him with sadness in her eyes. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry, but they told me to call them if you came here and threatened my business if I didn’t.”

      Before he had the chance to respond, the front door exploded on its hinges and the hallway was filled with Wei and the other operatives he’d shaken at the hotel. They advanced, pistols aimed right at him, sour looks on their faces. Herron sighed again, irritated that his efforts to escape had been wasted and that he’d been betrayed by the one person in Beijing he’d thought he could trust.

      Even though she’d sold him out, she’d been dead right. He wouldn’t harm her. Herron dropped the wine glass stem onto the ground and let himself be detained. This time, after his arms were pinned, the operatives cuffed him. They hadn’t been bright enough to stop his initial escape, but they’d clearly learned their lesson.

      “I hope business treats you well, Cara.” Herron resisted the pull of the operatives, made a point of holding her gaze. “Because I don’t think these gentlemen will.”

      She flashed a look of fear and her eyes pleaded for Herron to help her, but the damage had been done. He could no more save her than he could free himself a second time. She’d made a choice that had damned them both, but for now she’d be the one to pay the price for it. As he let himself be led to the door by the operatives, Herron noticed Wei stayed behind.

      He didn’t hear what the operative said to her.
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        * * *

      

      Herron turned to stare at Wei and smiled. “Your death is going to be my last flourish. It will be a masterpiece.”

      Wei’s face was impassive, as blank as a white-painted wall, although after a few seconds the edges of his mouth creased into a smirk. “Good luck.”

      Herron glared at him for a second longer, then returned his focus to the office he was in. It was all timber and leather, the sort whose occupant got to choose exactly how it would be decorated, no expense spared. He was cuffed to a luxury wooden armchair, seated on the opposite side of an enormous desk. The operatives were spaced around the room with their pistols drawn and their attention unwavering.

      There would be no tolerance for another escape attempt.

      After he’d been dragged from Cara’s place, he’d been bundled into a black van and immediately driven to the foreign ministry building. Upon arrival, he’d had more guns pointed at him than Berlin in 1945, and he’d made no fuss on the way to Han’s office.

      He was still struggling to digest Cara’s betrayal and capture. It transformed the game. She’d been one of the few links left to his old life, the second he’d encountered this year, after he’d been rescued by Captain Jerome Laidlaw from his stricken yacht. This was different, though. Laidlaw was a soldier and the encounter with him had been pure chance. With Cara, he’d sought her out and asked for her help, but he’d been beaten to the punch by the Chinese authorities, who’d made her a better offer.

      Now he was in a chair as he stewed and waited for danger of another kind to arrive. And, thankfully, it didn’t take long.

      Minister Han entered the office and stood opposite Herron on the other side of the desk. The Chinese Foreign Minister regarded his prisoner for a few moments, then glanced at the operatives for long enough that they took a few steps back and relaxed a little.

      “Nice to see you still look human after your time in prison.” Han smirked. “That’s important.”

      Herron scoffed. “I’m guessing you’re not planning to put a bullet in me right away, then?”

      “Oh, no, not right away.” Han unbuttoned his suit jacket and sat. “Not before you complete a job for me.”

      “I’m retired.”

      “If you really think that, then you’re a fool.” Han rested his elbows on the desk and leaned forward. “Twenty years of foreign policy effort is about to culminate in the return to China of a grand prize – Hong Kong.”

      Herron’s eyes narrowed a little. He knew little about the small island off the coast of China, but he knew one thing. “You signed a treaty with the British giving the place self-autonomy for fifty years…”

      “Yes, yes.” Han waved a hand, as if that detail was insignificant. “The local legislature has passed a law that requires the Hong Kong authorities to hand over anyone wanted by the mainland…”

      Herron interjected. “A move you – and they – knew would trigger violent protests. Now you’re ready to move in like the benevolent asshole you are.”

      He listened as Han rattled on, but inside he was fuming. All his efforts to foil Chinese meddling in Fiji and the Philippines had done nothing to stop their continued interference elsewhere. For a long while, the upstart superpower had been increasing its footprint in Asia using a mix of aid, diplomacy, and military pressure. Herron had seen it while he sailed the Pacific: smaller countries flipping their allegiance because they were induced or scared.

      But this was different.

      Since being relinquished by the British in 1997, Hong Kong had been a part of China in name only. A semi-autonomous region, it had enjoyed its own government and laws, its people substantially freer than their countrymen on the mainland. This status quo was meant to have been maintained until 2047, when the mainland would take over completely. The West had bet that the political situation on the mainland would be different by then.

      China, however, aimed to shorten the timeline.

      “So, what’s the plan?” Herron crossed his arms across his chest, glad to be free of the cuffs, although he was no less a prisoner than he had been for the last three months. “Who needs to die?”

      “If it were so simple, Mr Herron, I’d just have one of my people do it.” Han sat back, steepled his fingers. “A few months ago, protests sparked by the new law gave me all the reason I needed to intervene. Thousands of Chinese police officers swarmed Hong Kong, but they have proven to be a spectacular failure in bringing the matter to a close. And so, we’re proceeding with Operation: Jade Stratagem.”

      And that’s where Han’s briefing finished. Herron waited, but no more information was forthcoming.

      “That’s it?” Herron frowned. “You can’t expect me to sign up for a job without knowing what it is.”

      For the first time since the Chinese Foreign Minister had bailed him out of prison, Herron thought he might be headed right back there. Han got to his feet, stared at Herron, and then left the room, leaving only one of the four operatives – Wei – to keep watch over the prisoner.

      Herron looked at the operative. “Don’t suppose I could get a coffee?”

      Getting a blank look in return, he sighed and settled in to wait for whatever came next. Bored, he looked around. Just like in the General’s residence in Fiji, he was struck by the contrast between the life of the elites in totalitarian dictatorships and the people they ruled over. At least the General had never made any claims to be a socialist. Nobody had doubted he was in charge and that he had power and privilege. Here it was different, with people like Han claiming they represented the common person yet living in opulence.

      Herron wasn’t sure, but he suspected no peasant in the countryside had a solid-gold ornate clock on the mantle of an open fireplace, which burned to keep the cold at bay. He doubted any worker worth his salt got to spend his day inside an office like this, larger than any apartment to be found in Beijing, with a staff of dozens to tend to every need.

      But any further consideration of the comparison would have to wait. Han returned with a laptop under his arm, and Herron regarded him calmly as the politician placed the computer on the desk, opened the lid and punched in a password. After a moment and a few clicks on the track pad, Han looked up over the screen at Herron and smiled thinly. A career diplomat who knew he’d won.

      And, to his credit, it was a damn good move.

      “You bastard.” Herron’s voice was a whisper as he looked at the screen, which showed dozens of prisoners – including the journalist, Molly – in the hole he’d dug at the prison. “Let them out of there.”

      “Well, that’s up to you.” Han shrugged and then closed the lid of the laptop again, his message delivered. “If you agree to help me, they’ll be let out of the hole rather than buried alive.”

      Herron seethed.

      “And if you still don’t agree to help me after that, your friend Cara will find her way into a hole of her own. But the choice is yours, of course.”

      “Of course.” Herron didn’t hesitate. Everything he’d seen of Han and his peers revealed the cruelty to do exactly what he’d threatened. He was stuck with no other choice. For now. “I agree.”

      The words felt heavy as they left his mouth, but Herron knew the commitment was only a theoretical one. Although Han hadn’t told him anything about the job, the uncertainty ran both ways. He might complete the job if it was something he didn’t morally oppose. But if it was something he objected to in that way – and he suspected it might be, based on the secrecy – then he was really screwed.

      Refusal now gained him nothing and got the prisoners killed, whereas playing along bought him time to learn what Han wanted and foil it if given the chance. It wasn’t a perfect plan, but it kept people alive and gave Herron options, which was good enough for now.

      “There’s an old saying from Sun Tzu: the supreme art of war is to subdue the enemy without fighting.” Han shifted his gaze to one operative, nodded. “The prisoners will be out of their pit momentarily, and your friend will return home. But be warned, Mr Herron, any misbehaviour on your part will be treated… seriously.”
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      Although Herron couldn’t understand the protestors and their shouts for freedom, he was impressed by their volume. As he lifted a dumpling to his mouth and took a bite, he could hear them loudly shout their displeasure at their government’s capitulation to China, even through the double-glazed windows of Din Tai Fung restaurant.

      As he chewed, Herron glanced out the window. The streets below heaved like Times Square on New Year’s Eve, the arteries of one of the central commercial precincts of Hong Kong clogged by the protests. It was like the entire city was frozen in the moment, with hundreds of thousands of demonstrators ringed by armed police, both sides ready for the spark that would light a giant conflagration.

      Little did they know the guy supposed to light the fuse watched from up above them.

      After he’d agreed to help Minister Han, Herron had been kept in the dark about exactly what was required from him. The only things he knew were that it would help China gain control of the island and that Cara Sargent, Molly, and a bunch of other prisoners would be killed if he refused. But as the moment of truth got closer, Herron was determined to find a way to sabotage Han’s mission while also keeping those people alive.

      But since leaving Han’s office, Herron had been watched over constantly by Wei and the other operatives. He hadn’t had a moment when at least two of them weren’t observing him, and none of his attempts to pry information out of them had been successful. He had no phone, no computer, and no way to contact anyone or search for information. It was like he was on a rail – from the office to the target – with no way to divert.

      He’d been flown to Hong Kong, driven from the airport, and deposited a few blocks from the protest. Now, in the heart of Hong Kong’s main commercial areas – Causeway Bay – he’d been forced to quickly acclimatise. Given there was no hotel for him to stay at here, only an objective, it was a surprise he’d even been given the chance to eat.

      But now his time was up.

      As he took one last dumpling with his chopsticks, his babysitters stood as one and surrounded the table, signalling it was time to go. Herron looked at each of them, took his time savouring the last dumpling, then climbed to his feet. Just like at the hotel, two of them led off, while two of them followed.

      Only this time, Herron knew that if he tried to make a run for it, Cara and the prisoners would be killed.

      They walked through the restaurant, skirting the edges of a film shoot taking place around the kitchen area. A video camera crew was taking footage of one chef talking to a polished-looking presenter; some sort of food show, perhaps. And moving right behind them, Herron and his minders, off to cook up something far more newsworthy. He wondered if anyone would even care about their show this time tomorrow.

      They headed down the escalator from the second level restaurant and out onto the street, which was filled with cops and protestors. As he followed the operatives to the destination, he took in the shouts of the protestors. Some were in Mandarin and aimed at Beijing, some were in Cantonese – the local Chinese dialect – and aimed at the chief executive in charge of the island. And some were in English and aimed at Western journalists.

      “Our freedom is not yours to take!”

      “One China! Two systems!”

      “Hands off Hong Kong!”

      The signs and placards in the street, some large and some small, were the same proportion of the two Chinese dialects and English. The combined effect was a sea of outrage, visible from one end of the street to the other, a veritable horde of concerned citizens that demanded the right to be heard and the right to remain free from the mainland.

      But a quick glance around told Herron they’d already failed in one respect. He’d never seen so many police and high-tech security cameras capturing the faces of every single protestor arrayed against the mainland. He knew those faces would be catalogued by the authorities and those people would be dealt with later. A truly frightening proposition if the mainland won control of the island.

      The further he walked, the more he sensed tensions were on a knife’s edge. One cop or protestor going too far could spark a blaze that would consume the entire island. It would give China just the excuse it needed to “bring order to the situation”, to use Han’s words, and deploy troops to crush the dissent once and for all.

      It was a powder keg, and Herron had a sinking feeling he was going to light the fuse.

      He followed the operatives down the length of the street, from Din Tai Fung to the very front end of the protests. The further they walked, the greater the space grew between them: the lead pair ranged ahead with no care for his position, while a glance over his shoulder told him the rear pair had lagged behind as well. Given how close they’d been to him in Beijing, it initially seemed strange to him, but the reason was clear.

      They knew they had him in a noose.

      Amongst the crowd and with such lax oversight from his minders, Herron spotted a hundred opportunities to slip away from them. It would be all too easy to lose himself in the crowd, go to ground in a back alley for a few weeks, then figure out whatever came next. But he knew – and they knew he knew – doing so would result in the deaths of dozens.

      In his old life, Herron might have considered the price worth it, but not anymore.

      So he tried to keep up with the operatives, hoping he might yet think of a way to avoid doing Han’s job and still save the people at risk. But it was hard to do so without knowing what the job was. He’d made a deal with the devil ignorant of the terms of the bargain or the angles he might play to escape it.

      He followed the operatives until they stopped at an unremarkable clothing store. It had boarded-up windows and was closed for business like many other small retailers in the area, yet when one operative unlocked the door and led the group inside, Herron knew it was key to whatever Han wanted him to do.

      He was a little surprised when Wei handed him a flashlight and a backpack and gestured him through the open door. After glancing at the other man, then at the torch, Herron took it and stepped inside. Immediately, the noise from the street was dampened, an island of calm in a sea of chaos, and with the windows boarded, the store was bathed in inky blackness.

      Herron turned on the flashlight, and the beam instantly cut through the darkness. Now, with the benefit of some light, he could see the store hadn’t been open for some time, judging by the dust on the shelves. No one had even bothered to clear the stock, which was strewn about or hanging limply on railings.

      The place had been abandoned quickly, then forgotten.

      Now he just had to figure out why.

      He used the beam to guide him past the racks of clothes to the back of the store, looking for anything that might give him a hint. He found nothing, so pushed through a saloon door to the rear staff area. As the door swung on its hinges behind him, Herron inhaled sharply. Suddenly, the reason the clothes store had been vacated was abundantly clear.

      There was a giant hole in the middle of the floor.

      Herron inched closer and was shocked to find it was deep. Very deep. The bottom was at least two storeys below street level, the depth of an underground parking lot or a large department store basement. It was nowhere near as wide, however, maybe enough for a handful of people to stand side-by-side at the bottom. And there was a bag at the bottom.

      “Your job is in the bag.” Leaving two of his men outside, Wei had entered the room with one of the other operatives. “Once it is completed, you’re free to go.”

      Herron nodded, but didn’t speak. He was stalling. From the moment he’d agreed to Han’s little game, he’d been playing for time to think of a way out of the situation. Now time was up.

      Ignoring Wei and the other operatives, he focused instead on the bottom of the pit. With the aid of his flashlight, he could see the tools that had been used – by God knew who – to dig the hole and uncover some copper pipes. He tracked the light around the outside of the pit until he spotted a rope tied to a wall bracket and hanging deep into the hole.

      Herron climbed down it, his flashlight held between his teeth, careful with each inch he traversed down; he wasn’t keen to fall and break his arm. Eventually he made it to the bottom and, after he’d brushed the dirt from his hands on his pants, took hold of the flashlight and looked around.

      Ignoring the bag for a moment, he scanned every inch of the hole: the tools, the pipes, all of it. The first thing he found, up closer, was a square metal sign plate on one of the pipes. It was all written in Mandarin and Cantonese, with one exception: a company logo was stamped in the top left-hand corner. It told Herron all he needed to know because he’d come across it before.

      China Offshore Oil and Gas Corporation.

      A Chinese gas line was running right under the store, and someone had dug down to it.

      Suddenly, Herron had a feeling he knew exactly what was in the bag.

      He opened it and saw just what he expected.

      A bomb.

      It was large enough to ignite the gas line and blow up who knew how many city blocks before its fury was spent. Ten? Twenty? More?

      Did it matter?

      An explosion of that size was exactly what the doctor ordered for Han and his cronies. If the crime could be pinned on a Hong Kong independence figure, it would prove the need for a new local law allowing extradition of criminals to face Chinese justice. It was a trauma on a scale that permitted the mainland to act and prevented the rest of the world from doing much about it, especially if…

      “Oh, you bastards.” Herron shook his head in amazement as the last piece of a puzzle fell into place. “It’s perfect.”

      He aimed the flashlight up at the ceiling and instantly spotted the bulbous black security camera pointed right down at the hole, no doubt recording everything that was happening in high definition. He was certain now there would be footage of him walking through the protests, then entering the store with the bag and the flashlight, then entering the store – all without his minders anywhere to be seen.

      “Send in your troops to ‘investigate’ the incident,” Herron whispered to himself, “then, once you’re in control, release footage of a known western terrorist setting the device.”

      It would focus the attention of the world on the United States rather than China’s suppression of Hong Kong.

      It was a plan as simple as it was genius, and it would give China everything it wanted.

      They’d gain control over Hong Kong and delegitimize the protestors.

      They’d avoid a messy Tiananmen Square-type situation.

      They’d score a point against the United States.

      Efficient. Clean. Final.

      Unfortunately, Herron’s unpacking of Han’s plan came with another realisation: Cara Sargent and the prisoners were dead whether or not he planted the bomb. As potential witnesses to the set-up, they would have to be removed. The Chinese operatives already had what they needed – footage of him approaching the store and climbing into the hole. Whether he planted the bomb or not no longer mattered. If he refused, they could set it and blame him, anyway.

      Cara, the prisoners, and Herron were all expendable.
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      Herron grunted as he pulled himself up over the edge of the pit and glared at the four Chinese operatives. Taking the flashlight from between his teeth, he said, “You bastards almost had me…”

      “Almost?” Wei aimed his pistol at Herron. “We have exactly what we needed.”

      Ignoring the weapon pointed at him, Herron got to his feet. “I don’t care, but I’d assume you’d want to be clear before the bomb goes off....”

      Doubt crept in behind Wei’s eyes, and the operative gave a slight nod of his head and a clipped phrase in Mandarin. One of his colleagues moved to the rope and climbed down, probably to check the timer on the bomb.

      The odds arrayed against Herron were reduced by half now. Although Wei still had a weapon trained on him, he was alone at the rim of the pit, the two operatives keeping watch out front out of play for now.

      Herron flicked off the flashlight.

      The room suddenly shrouded in darkness, he bolted forward and shoved Wei hard in the chest. The Chinese stumbled back into some shelving, his shouts filled with surprise and frustration, but Herron had already left him in his dust, headed towards the front of the store.

      The flaw in the Chinese plan had been having only one flashlight – any more cutting through the darkness and the security camera footage would show Herron wasn’t acting alone. It had given Herron the only edge available to him. He couldn’t stop them from setting the bomb, framing him, or killing their hostages.

      What he could do was live to fight another day.

      He expected Wei to shoot him in the back any moment, but although he heard his minder’s silenced pistol pop off in the darkness, none of the shots found him. Locating the front door by memory, he burst through it, ran past the stunned operatives standing guard, and vanished into the crowd of protestors.

      As the mass of people carried him away from the boarded-up store, the operatives would have no choice but to follow. They couldn’t shoot him down in broad daylight, but they needed him dead, the only loose end in a plan that had otherwise been executed perfectly. Herron had to get clear, plan his payback.

      He went with the flow of people all around him, a crush of bodies shouting and chanting and waving their placards. A few times, he looked over his shoulder for any sign the operatives had picked up the trail, but found none. With any luck, he’d be able to disappear completely – broke and stateless and framed for a crime he didn’t commit, but free.

      Which was more than he could say for the prisoners Han held hostage.

      And Cara Sargent.

      Herron barely had time to finish the thought when he sensed danger, an alert fired by years of surviving by his senses and intuition. Hyper-aware, and all his muscles tensed, he looked around, coiled to strike, but unable to locate the threat he knew was there…

      He stood still in the middle of the crush, even as protestors stared at him and pushed past.

      An arm wrapped around him from behind.

      Without hesitation, Herron thrust his ass back into whoever had grabbed him, causing them to stumble back and release their grip just enough for him to break free. He turned and found himself face-to-face with the operatives he’d evaded out front of the store, both with their eyes locked on him.

      Herron balled his fists by his side. “Didn’t your mothers teach you that no means no?”

      Neither said a word. Instead, they pulled back their suit jackets to show their pistols, an obvious message that if he didn’t fall into line quickly, they’d force him to. He let out a long sigh, then nodded, letting them grab an arm each and lead him back toward the store. A few people around them noticed, but any interest in the situation vanished when they saw the scowls on the faces of his minders.

      Until Herron made them take notice.

      “Help!” His scream penetrated the noise of the protest and drew the attention of dozens of people. “I’m a journalist and these agents are trying to kidnap me!”

      Instantly, the crowd’s attention turned to him. A few seconds later, the handful who could speak English translated his words into Cantonese for those who couldn’t. Shouts of protest were replaced with shouts of outrage about China’s suppression of journalists.

      Although he was usually allergic to public attention, Herron was glad for it now. He waited while a hundred cell phones pointed at them, limiting the options for the operatives. Han had already told Herron that China wanted to avoid a repeat of the Tiananmen Square massacre, which had led to international condemnation and required harsh suppression at home; he doubted his captors would cause a scene.

      He was proven right. As the crowd descended on the two Chinese agents like a wave on a beach, they pushed and shoved back, but kept their pistols in their holsters. Their resistance was futile, the protestors more than happy to jostle back to help Herron, who they thought was a member of the Western press in need of support. In seconds, the grip on his arms loosened, and he moved away from the operatives.

      Clear of them, he turned his attention to the bomb. Even knowing he’d indirectly given Han what he wanted, and likely failed to save Cara and the prisoners, he could minimise the impact of the bombing if he moved quickly enough.

      He hurried over to a police officer at the edge of the crowd. “Excuse me, do you speak English?”

      “Well enough.” She shrugged. “What do you want?”

      Herron let his shoulders slump with relief. “I heard some men talking about a bomb...”

      He gave her the location of the shop, then slipped away as she spoke into her radio. Herron hoped she would set in motion an urgent search of the empty clothing store in time to foil the explosion. With nothing more he could do to prevent it, he melted back into the crowd.

      He made it a hundred yards down the street, carried by the fury of the protest, the consequences of the last fifteen minutes heavy on his mind. Each step made him even more furious at the trap he’d walked into, and he focused on how he’d get back at Han and the operatives and the Chinese government.

      Until the roar of an explosion interrupted his thoughts.
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      Herron grunted, knocked from his feet by a shock wave that sent hundreds of people around him to the ground, falling like dominos. The blast deafened him – even though it was several blocks away – and he coughed as he climbed back to his feet, his lungs filled with dust and grit from the explosion.

      He ran a hand through his hair as he surveyed the damage. All around him, people ran from the blast; those who couldn’t writhed on the ground. They were the lucky ones. As he looked back down the street, he could see hundreds who’d never move again, killed by the explosion or trampled by panicked protestors, or flayed by shrapnel and glass.

      It looked like a war zone.

      A hand squeezed Herron’s ankle. He looked down and saw an old woman struggling to breathe. She was lucky to not have been trampled already. He would focus on revenge later. For the moment, he wanted to help keep this old woman alive and get her somewhere safer than here.

      He reached down and scooped her up in his arms. She was like a fragile, wounded bird, thin and spindly, and it was a miracle she hadn’t broken a bone in all the turmoil. There was little point trying to speak to her: language aside, she couldn’t hear him, and he couldn’t hear her. Instead, he focused on getting her away from the site of the explosion.

      He walked slowly, careful not to trip over the debris that littered the ground. All around, hundreds of people flowed by him like a stream around a rock, but he kept his feet and received only a few incidental bumps. They made slow progress, one block at a time from the blast site, but he gradually got the old woman to safety.

      He heard the sirens of emergency vehicles as they rushed to the scene of the explosion, the sound muffled, like he was underwater. At least it proved he hadn’t outright lost his hearing, and soon, he could hear screams and shouts too – again muffled. He decided to try to speak a few words to the woman.

      “Do you speak English?” He raised an eyebrow at her, then smiled when she shook her head. “Okay, you can hear me, but you can’t understand me?”

      The look on her face confirmed it: not blank, as if she could not hear, more like the confused smile sported by people the world over when they didn’t understand whoever was talking to them. Unable to communicate verbally, Herron looked around and saw a real estate business on the ground floor of a nearby office tower.

      He moved around some panicked protestors, until he was close enough to the real estate business for the woman to see him point to the picture of a house on the door, then to her. Her eyes lit up, and she pointed down the street. Best as he could tell, she’d caught wind of what he wanted to know – where she lived – and now he’d be able to rely on her to direct him there.

      Herron couldn’t help the great many victims of the bomb, and he knew the casualties would run high, given the bomb had gone off in the middle of a heavily populated area.

      But one thing was clear: the gas line hadn’t blown.

      He did not know why, but that was the only reason Herron, the old woman and anyone else within thirty blocks was still alive; a failure in Han’s plan that had saved thousands of lives. It wasn’t a failure Herron would take for granted, however. The Chinese foreign minister no doubt had more planned for him and the island both, but it was enough for him to get out of the blast zone at least.

      He carried the woman for blocks on end; she weighed very little, so it was no struggle. They eventually reached an apartment block where the woman used her hands to show that she was on the thirteenth floor. Realising there was no elevator, Herron groaned and started up the stairs.

      As he climbed, the weird and wonderful smells of hundreds of people living near one another assaulted his senses. The delicious scent of food being cooked. The musty pong of damp laundry slowly drying in suffocating humidity. It was the same here as it was in the dense parts of New York or Tokyo or many great human metropolises.

      Finally, they reached the thirteenth level, and the woman pointed to her apartment. It had a simple wooden door with a steel security grille covering it. Still holding the old woman in his arms, Herron kicked the grille, then waited. Soon someone unlocked and opened the wooden door: a man of about forty who immediately looked both relieved and shocked to see a westerner at the door with his –

      “Grandmother!” The man spoke English, his tone thankful as he unlocked the security screen and opened it. “Thank you so much for bringing her back!”

      “There was an explosion.” Herron took a step back, and the man followed him out into the hallway. “Many of the protestors are killed or wounded.”

      “I heard. I’ve been worried sick.” The man held his arms out and smiled when Herron transferred the frail woman to him. “She insisted on protesting for Hong Kong’s freedom…”

      Herron nodded. “Well, it almost got her killed. If she’d been a block or two closer to the blast, she would have died for her beliefs.”

      “And you don’t think that’s worth it?” The man paused, his own view clear. “We’re in a fight for our survival on the island…”

      “We?” Herron scoffed. “She was the one out there on the firing line while you were sitting on your ass.”

      The man seemed taken aback. He opened his mouth to speak, then closed it again, clearly unsure he wanted to take issue with the man who’d carried his grandmother to safety. The whole time, Herron simply stood there and waited for an explanation he usually wouldn’t care about, as if it would salve his own doubts and insecurities about the bomb blast.

      And his involvement in it.

      “There are some of us working on the streets.” The man spoke each word softly and carefully, as if to utter the wrong one could mean death. “And others who help the cause in other ways…”

      “How do you help the cause? And how might I if I was so inclined?”

      And he was very much inclined. The life he’d given up was a tough one, played for the highest stakes in the darkest shadows, but Han’s actions had dragged him back into it.

      Now, for the first time in months, he was a free man.

      Free to hunt.

      Free to hurt.

      Free to kill.

      He had no resources and no plan, and knew he’d be framed for the bombing. He knew it was a matter of time before he was captured or killed. It meant his only option was to strike with sheer, unbridled aggression.

      It meant Mitch Herron was the most dangerous he’d ever been.

      Finally, the other man spoke. “There’s nothing you can do to help. This is our fight, not yours. Go home and stay out of it.”

      Herron frowned, but then nodded. It was a long shot that this man was any kind of organiser, someone who could point him in the right direction to help the protestors and their cause. It didn’t matter. Herron would freelance. He’d just have to figure out where best to strike to damage the mainland’s attempts to take control of Hong Kong.

      He turned to go, but he didn’t make it far before a voice called out after him.

      “Mr Herron! Wait!”
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      Herron turned his head like a gun turret and stared down the mystery grandson. With menace in his voice, he said, “How do you know my name?”

      The man took a few steps backwards into the apartment but didn’t retreat completely. “Your face is all over the television…”

      “Show me.” Herron frowned. “Hey, what’s your name, anyway?”

      “Cheung.”

      Herron nodded and followed Cheung back into his apartment, where he saw a picture of his face dominating the television screen as a newsreader spoke in Cantonese. A second or two later, the picture shifted to security camera footage of Herron in the pit, which froze and zoomed in on his face. He was squarely in the frame for the explosion, whether or not he’d set the bomb.

      It was something he’d expected, just not this quickly.

      “You planted the bomb?” Cheung asked, his voice calm.

      “It’s a long story, but no.” Herron rubbed a hand over his eyes. “Forget about that and tell me what they’re saying about me.”

      “That you’re a wanted man… you escaped prison… there’s evidence of you planting the bomb… you’re working for the protestors…”

      There was another surprise. He’d expected the Chinese to blame the protestors, send in troops to subdue the movement, then show Herron planting the bomb and blame the United States. With the protest movement already crushed, it would allow China to re-direct the inevitable outrage of the international community toward Uncle Sam. It’s what Herron would have done in Han’s shoes, but the politician had cut corners.

      “That’ll do.” Herron grumbled. “I know you probably won’t believe me, but I didn’t plant the bomb. Although they ordered me to.”

      “You think I believe the mainland’s propaganda machine?” Cheung snorted. “If their state-run television said you did it, I’m certain you didn’t.”

      “They broadcast that here?”

      “They do lately.” Cheung shrugged. “Anyway, now they’re talking about some prisoners who are about to be executed in China for—”

      “For what?” Herron’s eyes narrowed and darted between Cheung and the screen, which still only showed the female newsreader.

      “For aiding your escape.” Cheung paused as the vision on the screen shifted to a familiar wall with a bunch of familiar prisoners lined up against it. “Or so they say…”

      Herron’s eyes stayed on the screen as the state news broadcast continued. The imminent death of the prisoners was spiteful and unnecessary, given Han’s plan had succeeded.

      It further reinforced his intent to strike back.

      The image on the screen flashed back to Herron’s face. “Keep translating for me.”

      “Uh, they’re saying dozens of mainland Chinese citizens were caught in the blast… that you set the bomb to aid the protestors… that—”

      Herron held up his hand to cut Cheung short. “I’m public enemy number one. I’ve sided with the protestors, they’re all terrorists, and the authorities need to move in.”

      Cheung nodded.

      Herron’s lip curled in anger. He’d had enough of Han and the regime that had systematically taken everything from him, first in Fiji, then the Philippines, and now here.

      “Hypothetically, if a highly skilled operative wanted to join your cause and help push the mainland’s troops off the island, who would he talk to?”

      Cheung hesitated... then the old woman said something in Cantonese. “She says that I need to trust you.”

      “Smart woman.”

      “Fine. There’s going to be thousands of troops moving onto the island from tomorrow, so what choice do we have except to fight back?”

      “Smart man.”

      “There’s a briefing each evening where we discuss the protest plan for the following day.” Cheung paused. “We can’t use any electronic means to coordinate with the leadership or they find us.”

      “Smart group.” Herron was glad the protest leaders hadn’t made themselves easy targets for China’s electronic gophers to find. “Where?”

      “I won’t tell you that. But I’ll take you there tonight. If the others agree to accept your help, I’ll let you inside.”

      “Good enough. In the meantime, take your grandmother to a doctor and get her checked out.”

      “Okay. What are you going to do?”

      “Oh, you know, the usual.” Herron smiled. “Get some rest, have a meal and a drink, catch up on the news…”

      Cheung helped his grandmother to her feet and headed for the door. “You’re welcome to anything you need in the apartment. Take a shower and have a nap if you like. I’ll be back soon.”

      As they passed him, the old woman smiled at Herron for the briefest second, even that simple gesture exhausting her. Herron smiled back before Cheung half-carried her out of the apartment and locked the door behind him, trapping Herron inside.

      Herron was a little impressed. Cheung was clearly smart enough to keep the wild card in the box until it needed to be played, aware Herron might not stay put if given the choice. This way, Cheung would have time to get his grandmother checked out, but also to think about Herron’s offer and talk to his peers.

      Which is exactly what Herron wanted.

      Waiting to be sure Cheung wasn’t coming back, he sat on the sofa and flicked through the channels on the television until he found CNN. He watched the broadcast for a few minutes, finally able to understand now the reporters talked in English, but it offered no more solace than the coverage Cheung had translated. It was wall-to-wall reporting on the protests and the bombings.

      And Herron was firmly in the frame.

      With a sigh, he turned off the television and searched through Cheung’s apartment. He was reliant on the fact that Hong Kong was one of the most hyper-connected societies on Earth, the lack of space for residents compensated for by a vibrant life online and outside the home.

      He found a laptop on the kitchen bench – password protected – but then he struck gold on Cheung’s bedside table, spotting an ebook reader.

      Herron turned it on and, struggling to understand the text on the screen, it took him a few minutes to fumble his way to the settings screen. He changed the language to English and, just like that, he had a world of information and tools at his fingertips. For now, though, he was only interested in one thing.

      He opened the email browser and typed out a message.
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        * * *

      

      The streets of Hong Kong were thick with tension as Herron and Cheung made their way from his apartment to the meet. The explosion and the imminent arrival of foreign troops had everyone on edge: eyes were downcast, voices were hushed, and every local on the street seemed in more of a hurry to complete their business and get where they were going.

      Otherwise, Herron still found Hong Kong to be a wonder of human civilisation. The first time he’d visited a decade ago, he’d been amazed by the tiered layout of the city. Built to be harmonious with the natural sloped terrain, it meant the top of enormous skyscrapers would be at eye-level to people on a sidewalk just a hundred yards away, each level of the city climbing higher than the last.

      Key to the city’s successful operation was the enormous network of public escalators, public transportation Herron had not seen used anywhere else in the world. You could step onto the escalator at the bottom and, minutes later, have soared up to enormous altitude without a single step. Without the escalators, Herron wasn’t sure how the city would operate.

      Only twenty minutes after they’d left Cheung’s place, they arrived. Their destination was a bar in a trendy part of Lan Kwai Fong that was dominated by western expatriates and tourists. Because of the humidity, the windows were all wide open and its clientele had spilled onto the street to get some relief from the heat. Within seconds, however, Herron could sense the scene was not quite right.

      He turned to Cheung and fixed him with a quizzical look. “Nobody here looks like they’d be overly concerned about the freedom of your average local.”

      Cheung gestured to the bar’s clientele like a game show host would showcase the grand prize. “Everyone is white, you mean?”

      Herron’s eyes narrowed, ashamed he hadn’t figured out the reason himself. “Impressive operational security.”

      By holding their meetups at a bar frequented by western expats and tourists, the leaders of the protests could be sure the only people of Chinese descent who got close were loyal to them. Unless the PRC turned one of the leaders, or got a tourist to work for them, they would be locked out of the bar. It was a protective layer that may as well be solid steel, almost impregnable.

      “Wait here,” Cheung said. “Get yourself a drink while I head out back. If the leadership decides you’re welcome, the bartender will bring a beer.”

      “And if not?”

      “He’ll bring the cheque.” Cheung paused. “Either way, I wanted to thank you for helping my grandmother after the explosion. I’m not sure she would have made it without you.”

      Herron nodded, and they headed inside. While he took a spot at the bar, Cheung gave a small wave to the barman and then headed out back.

      The wait was a long one, and the barman ignored Herron, even when he held up a hand to order a drink. It was clear he’d only be served if the leadership said so.

      Herron sighed and looked around.

      The bar was packed to bursting, filled with people and drinks and laughter. The rest of the street was the same. Herron wondered idly if things would change when the mainland took over. While people had their leisure time under any regime, even one as oppressive as the PRC, he wasn’t sure the relatively hedonistic pleasures of Hong Kong would survive the transition.

      An hour passed, although Herron gave up on the idea of a drink long before that. The bar got busier then, later in the night, it thinned out as patrons headed home to sleep before work the next day. He was just about ready to give up on the effort entirely when the barman slammed down a bottle of local beer in front of him.

      “Thanks.” Herron raised the beer and took a sip, his eyes on to the barman the whole time. “Ready?”

      The barman nodded and jerked his thumb in the direction of the back room. “You better not keep them waiting.”

      Herron almost made a crack about how long the barman had made him wait to quench his thirst, but he left it alone. Instead, he carried his beer to the back of the bar and through the curtain that separated the sections. On the other side was a small room dominated by a hardwood table.

      Six people sat around it, its surface covered in maps and beer bottles and ashtrays and takeout containers. Five of them looked Chinese, including Cheung, but Herron was surprised to see a white female among them. She was about forty, wearing a pale-yellow cotton dress that looked out of place for a clandestine encounter in a smoky back room.

      Herron sat in a vacant chair at the head of the table. Every eye in the room was on him, weighing him up, assessing his worth and his reliability. One person in particular – the Caucasian woman – seemed keen to size him up and her attention set off many professional alarm bells in Herron’s head.

      Once he was seated, he put his beer on the table and leaned forward. “Cheung tells me you have a problem with the Chinese government.”

      The woman laughed. “And he tells us you took the time out of your busy criminal schedule to save his grandmother. Strange behaviour for a man who has a date with the death penalty.”

      “What can I say, she reminded me of my favourite aunt. Even the condemned have families, you know.”

      She smiled. “You don’t remember me, do you?”

      Herron scanned her face, desperate to make the connection, the alarm bells in his head deafening now. He didn’t recognise the woman, but some deep part of his mind was trying to tell him there was a problem. When he came up blank, her smile widened, but she refused to let him off the hook by breaking the awkward silence.

      Herron tried to seize back some of the initiative. “No, but that doesn’t mean it was all bad, though…”

      She snorted. “Director-General Charlesworth sends his regards, Mr Herron. My name is Zoe. It’s good to see you again.”

      Suddenly, it all fell into place. The woman had been a junior intelligence officer on the operation to take down the Master when he’d tried to invoke the Lazarus Protocol and reform the Enclave. Herron vaguely remembered her in the operation's background, but clearly she’d come a long way in the few years since.

      “You were in Bath.” Herron waited while she nodded. “What the hell is a British intelligence asset doing here?”

      “Simple. Britain can no longer enforce its will in Asia with its military, but we still have friends and interests in the region.”

      “Like keeping Hong Kong independent…”

      “Precisely.” She took a sip of her drink. “We were promised decades of independent administration as part of the handover of Hong Kong. Now the PRC has reneged.”

      “And you think there’s something that can be done about it?” Herron gazed around the gathered leaders. “You think protest alone can overwhelm the power just over the bay?”

      Zoe regarded him, a slight twinkle in her eye. “Protest, and the subtle application of power in all the right places.”

      “So where can I fit in?” Herron looked at her for a second, then at the other members around the table, unclear of the balance of power. “I want to hurt the PRC.”

      “You want to hurt Minister Han.” Cheung spoke this time. “We need to make sure you don’t hurt us in the process.”

      “Listen, I—”

      Zoe cut him off. “No, you listen. We didn’t leave you sitting at the bar for the fun of it. We’ve discussed your role and your motivation, weighing up your usefulness versus your notoriety.”

      “And?”

      “And we’ve decided to give you a shot.” The smile disappeared from her face for the first time. “Which, if successful, might lead to more opportunities to screw with the mainland. And Han.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “We know China is using the bombing as an excuse to send in troops tomorrow.” She gazed at him. “We need to know the details.”
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        * * *

      

      Herron winced as a gust of wind hit him and caused him to swing in mid-air. With a little work, he braced his legs against the wall of the tower he’d rappelled down and gritted his teeth as he waited for the wind to recede. It took a few seconds, but soon it calmed enough that he could continue down to the target apartment.

      “Couldn’t live on the ground floor, could you?” Herron muttered to himself as he continued his descent, which had started at the top of one of Hong Kong’s many apartment mega towers. “Asshole.”

      Zoe, Cheung, and the other protest leaders had asked him to question a senior member of the Hong Kong Police Force – a Chinese stooge responsible for oppression of the protestors – about the route thousands of Chinese troops would take into Hong Kong. They needed to know if the troops would arrive by land, sea, or air, so they could swarm the area with protestors.

      Scooping up the cop and getting him to a secure location to beat some answers out of him would take some magic. This Inspector Lao was well protected. He travelled in a convoy of a dozen police in several vehicles, while at his office and at his apartment, he was guarded by two officers loyal to the mainland. It was nothing a rifle couldn’t handle, but Zoe, Cheung, and the others wanted the information Lao could provide.

      That made a simple job infinitely harder.

      Herron gripped the line with one hand and smoothly and easily lowered himself to the right level. It was slow going, and he had to be careful to not let any further gusts blow him in front of a window and expose him. Otherwise, he just had to hope the black tactical gear that he wore would shield him from any keen eyes in another tower.

      Down and down and down he continued. He paused now and then to brace against more threatening gusts of wind until finally he reached the target – level twenty-two. Suspended in mid-air, he assessed the target residence and decided it was safe enough to land on the balcony.

      Herron manoeuvred himself on the zipline and, using a little of his own momentum, he landed on the tiled surface as softly as a cat, barely making a sound. He tied off the zipline to the balcony rail; he’d need it again to get out of the apartment, and he wanted to know exactly where it was when the time came.

      Crouched down, he drew the silenced pistol the leaders of the protest movement had provided. The lights inside the apartment were turned on, which both gave him the ability to see in and destroyed the ability of anyone inside to see out, but it was no real advantage. The television was on and there was a half-finished beer on a side table next to the sofa, but he couldn’t see his target.

      He stayed low, beneath the balcony side rail and behind a decorative trellis, covered both from anyone looking out of the apartment or across from another building. He waited – five minutes, ten – wanting to be sure about what he’d encounter. Ideally, that meant eyes on the target before he moved in to strike. But after twenty minutes, he still had seen no one. Patience was one thing, but he couldn’t wait forever.

      He had to move in.

      With a sigh, he climbed to his feet and advanced to the glass door. As quietly as he could, he tested it and was pleased to find it unlocked, sliding open quietly on well-maintained runners.

      The cold, conditioned air from inside the apartment hit him in the face like a slap. He stepped inside, eased the door closed behind him, and advanced down the hallway to the rest of the apartment, his pistol aimed out in front of him. Conscious that a few cops were always near his target – likely outside the front door of the apartment – he moved as quietly as he could, ready to pounce on Lao the moment he found him.

      The apartment was large by Hong Kong standards. Besides the kitchen and lounge area, there looked to be two generous bedrooms and a decent-sized bathroom. Herron checked the first bedroom on his left – empty – then the second bedroom on his right. Also empty. That left only the bathroom, which sat at the end of the hallway, its door closed.

      The light spilling from beneath it, and the strained grunts from the other side made Herron think he’d found his man.

      He kept the pistol aimed squarely at the centre of the bathroom door, about where he’d expect the chest of the average-sized male would be when the door was opened. Finally, the toilet flushed, the tap ran, and a middle-aged man emerged from the bathroom, his eyes glued to the phone in his hand. At least until he noticed the weapon aimed at him.

      “Using your phone while you’re in there is disgusting.” Herron’s voice was quiet and cold. “Do you know how many germs the average toilet has?”

      To his credit, the crooked cop was smart enough not to yell for help with a gun pointed at him. “And my apartment contains one more germ than a minute ago. Who are you?”

      “There’ll be plenty of time for that.” Herron stepped forward and held out a hand, the pistol still aimed at Lao’s chest. “Give me the phone.”

      Herron was pleased Lao didn’t hesitate to hand the device over. He pocketed it and then gestured for the crooked cop to move into the main bedroom. Lao cop did so without complaint, which was a slight surprise given there were two armed officers somewhere nearby. Likely, he didn’t want to eat a bullet while he waited for the cavalry to arrive.

      The master bedroom was decked out with expensive furniture that looked far above the paygrade of a city cop, no matter how senior. It was a dead giveaway Lao was on the take, although perhaps the more obvious evidence was at Herron’s feet: a line of high-quality boots that peeked out from under the bed.

      Herron surveyed them, then looked at Lao. “I’m guessing each one of those pairs would cost a thousand US dollars?”

      “Or so.” Lao shrugged. “Let me go and I’ll arrange it so that you have enough money to buy a thousand pairs. Ten thousand pairs. Whatever you want.”

      “I bet you would.” Herron scoffed. He didn’t need further evidence that Lao was corrupt, but he was happy to have it, anyway. “You know, my old man was a cop, and he never had boots that fine.”

      Lao’s face hardened as he seemed to realise where Herron was taking this. “I—”

      “I asked him about it once.” Herron continued. “He said, ‘Son, the only cops in Baltimore with fine shoes are the ones on the take.’ It seems applicable now, too…”

      Lao kept quiet. A senior cop in the HKPF, he’d come to the attention of the protest leaders years ago, but yesterday had confirmed to them his place in China’s plans. He had ordered all his men out of the blast zone only an hour before the bomb went off. Not only had that denied the people caught in the explosion the help they needed, but it was a dead giveaway that Lao had known what was coming.

      And that meant he had a hotline to Han in Beijing.

      “So, Mr Fine Boots, let me try this on for size.” Herron stepped closer and jammed the pistol against his forehead. “You’ve worked to undermine the HKPF from the inside, slowly turning it to Beijing’s side.”

      Lao didn’t respond.

      “Along with the island’s chief executive, you orchestrated the new law to give Beijing the power to seize and try any Hong Kong citizen they want. Politicians, journalists, civil rights campaigners – anyone inconvenient.”

      Still, Lao said nothing.

      “And when the inevitable backlash and protests occurred, you provoked and inflamed the situation with rubber bullets and tear gas and a refusal to listen or take a backward step.”

      Again, silence.

      “And then you helped pen the protestors into a tight space of a few city blocks, so when the bomb went off, the maximum number of your countrymen were killed or wounded.”

      No answer.

      Herron pressed the barrel harder into Lao’s head. “All so that you could invite thousands of troops in from the mainland to clench their iron fist around the throat of your own home.”

      Expecting Lao to keep his mouth shut again, Herron remained quiet until the weight of the silence compelled the cop to speak. “I did what I had to do.”

      “So said any collaborator during the entire history of humanity.” Herron let the words hang heavy for a moment. “You had a choice, and you sided with the devil who’d steal your freedoms.”

      Lao laughed. “The chief executive, her cabinet and the leader of the police force have sided with the mainland. If I refused to toe the line, I’d simply be replaced. Why not get some nice boots out of it?”

      Herron shook his head in disgust. “You could have stayed out of it. You could have sided with the protestors and saved lives.”

      “The protestors can make as much noise as they like, but with no international support their cause will wither and die.”

      “They have support,” Herron replied. “They have me.”

      “And nobody else able to do anything more than wave a placard or hurl a slogan.” Lao smirked. “No western power will interfere, because nobody wants to fight a war with China.”

      Herron knew, deep down in the pit of his stomach, that Lao was right. It was one thing for the United States and the other western democracies to joust with China on the frontiers of its sphere of influence, in Fiji or the Pacific Ocean or elsewhere. It was quite another to meddle in matters right off the Chinese coast, despite the breach of the treaty with the United Kingdom.

      Except for Herron and some covert help by British intelligence, Hong Kong was on its own.

      Herron clenched his jaw. “Get off the bed and slowly walk out to the balcony.”

      Lao’s eyes narrowed. “Why?”

      Herron half squeezed on the trigger, and Lao got the hint.

      They reached the balcony without fuss, the guards outside unaware and Lao doing nothing that might cause him to eat a bullet. Only when they were on the balcony, with Lao’s back against the rail, did the cop finally speak.

      “You’re going to shoot a police officer in his own home? How do you think that will look to the public?”

      “Not if you tell me when and where the Chinese troops will be arriving.” Herron gripped Lao by the throat and pressed the pistol against his skull. “If you lie, you’re going over the side.”

      “That’s all you wanted to know?” Lao laughed. “Noon tomorrow via the Hong Kong–Zhuhai–Macau Bridge, right in time to celebrate the destruction of the protest movement…”

      Herron opened his mouth to ask what Lao meant, but before he could speak, he heard a loud shout behind him. Keeping the pistol pressed into Lao’s temple, he turned to see two uniformed HKPF officers inside the apartment and drawing their own weapons, shouting at him in Cantonese.

      They had him cold.
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      With a split-second in which to act, Herron pistol-whipped Lao before ducking low and scrambling behind the cover of the large trellis he’d hidden behind earlier. Shots boomed in the close confines of the apartment as he moved, the windows shattering and the bullets slamming into the concrete side rail that protected those on the balcony from the long drop to the ground. He made it behind cover with no holes in him, but that didn’t solve his bigger problem.

      “If you want your boss alive at the end of this, you’ll back the fuck off!” Herron’s shout rang out over the sound of the pistols, but when the reply came back in Cantonese, he knew he was wasting his breath. “Shit!”

      More shots pounded into the trellis and the sidewall. While none hit him or Lao, Herron was still in a sticky situation: trapped, with critical knowledge of an imminent attack on the protest leadership, against two shooters who’d probably called for reinforcements.

      “What now, Mitch?” Herron looked around for a way to escape or turn the tables on the cops. “Think!”

      He glanced around the balcony. It was sparse. There was a wooden table with two bench seats, a clothesline, and an outdoor grill with a small gas bottle attached. The limited toolbox did little to inspire Herron’s creativity, but he’d made a career out of doing more with less. And, to make matters worse, Lao was slowly coming around.

      Locking eyes on the gas bottle, he formed a plan. In the darkness, he shuffled low towards the barbecue and disconnected the line that connected the fuel supply. Then, popping up, he hefted the bottle into the apartment. Huddled back under cover, he heard a window shatter and the bong-bong-bong sound of the gas bottle bouncing across the apartment’s wooden floor.

      The cops didn’t notice the danger they were in and kept shooting. Herron unscrewed the silencer on his pistol and fired two shots into the air. The gunfire from the apartment stopped as the two cops sought cover of their own. Quick as a flash, Herron emerged, his eyes searching for his target.

      The gas bottle had come to a stop at the base of the kitchen breakfast bar – not exactly what he’d intended, but good enough. He fired two shots into it and then ducked back down as the bottle exploded in a shower of flame and shrapnel, the blast lighting up the balcony.

      Herron peered into the apartment to see the cops, soot smeared and in disarray, but shielded from the worst of explosion by their own cover, retreating to the front door.

      He had his chance to escape, but now the fire he’d started was imperilling him and Lao, licking out onto the balcony. They were trapped, too high for a fire truck ladder to reach and with no way for crews to get inside the apartment quickly enough to save them. While the rest of the building would be fine – evacuated by an alarm and aided by sprinklers – Lao was screwed unless Herron helped him.

      He waited a few seconds to be sure the cops were occupied with their own survival, then rose from behind cover once again. The inside of the apartment was ablaze as the flames spread and filled the enclosed space with smoke. The cops were nowhere to be seen, driven off by the most basic of human fears: a primal desire to run from fire.

      They probably thought they had him bottled up, so were happy to wait in the hallway for backup. Or for him to burn to a crisp. He would not wait for them to figure out what he had planned. As soon as he was sure they wouldn’t fire blind through the flames and the smoke, he made his move.

      He returned to where Lao lay and grabbed the abseil line tied to the balcony rail. “We’re going to take a brief ride, you and I…”

      He worked quickly. It took a few moments to manoeuvre the still-groggy cop into position, but his special forces experience had given him plenty of practice in securing wounded or unconscious people in abseil harnesses. A little elbow grease and a few choice swear words, and he had Lao ready to go.

      With a grunt, Herron gripped Lao under his arms and lifted him off the ground. As he hefted the cop up, Herron chanced a glance back to the apartment, which was now fully ablaze. Through the flames, he could see the cops again, back and ready for a second try at him. When they realized what he was trying to do, they opened fire.

      “Fuck it.” Herron lifted Lao up onto the balcony, wrapped his hand around the abseil rope and took a deep breath. “It would have been so much easier to kill you…”

      As shots pounded into the concrete nearby, Herron jumped.

      He fell, Lao going with him, held safely in place by the harness. Herron had to rely on his grip strength and a little luck. They dropped a few floors quickly, then the rope’s safety catch kicked in.

      With a sharp lurch, Herron found himself hanging in the middle of the Hong Kong skyline with the barely conscious second-in-command of the city’s police force. He gripped the rope tighter, then chanced a look up. The glow of the fire spewed out from the apartment he’d helped set ablaze.

      A look down confirmed residents of the tower were already evacuating…

      … and that it was a long way to the ground.

      Herron reached up to manipulate the controls that would slowly ease them to the ground. “Here goes nothing.”

      And at that precise moment something – the fire or a bullet or just some malicious bastard back in the apartment – cut the rope above him.

      They fell – fast – and with no way to stop it. Lao’s screams left no doubt he’d finally woken up.

      While Lao had no chance, Herron had a split-second to save himself. He lifted his hands above his head and flailed for something to grab on to. His fingers snagged a balcony side rail.

      “Shit!” Herron yelled as his grip held, the sudden deceleration almost tearing his arm from its socket.

      Lao’s howls grew more faint with each passing second, then abruptly ended, replaced by the wail of a car alarm, piercing the night, and revealing exactly where the cop had landed.

      Herron stared down long enough to confirm there was no movement from Lao, then turned his attention to the balcony he was currently suspended from. His eyes widened when he saw an entire family – two adults and three children – staring at him from inside the apartment, frozen in shock. He smiled in what he hoped was a friendly manner, then pulled himself onto their balcony.

      He had to get the hell out of this building. Clearly, only a few levels had been evacuated so far – or else this family had ignored the alarm. He walked over to the glass that separated him from the family and tried the door.

      It was locked.

      “Oh, come on.” Herron looked at the father of the family, then pointed at the door, then mimicked a prayer gesture. “Let me in, buddy.”

      The father hesitated, but eventually he nodded and unlocked the door. He slid it open a little on its rail and stuck his head out. “Why are you here?”

      “There’s a fire upstairs. Haven’t you heard?”

      “You go from balcony-to-balcony warning people about a fire?” The man frowned at Herron. “I’m not letting you in…”

      Herron drew his gun, just enough for the man to see it.

      It was a pretty good sales pitch. The man took a step back and admitted Herron through the glass door.

      “Thank you.” Herron stepped into the apartment. Then, with another quick smile at the children, he made straight for the front door.
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        * * *

      

      By the time Herron reached the ground level, one member of a long conga line of people forced to snake down the fire stairs, the whole tower was in the middle of a total evacuation. Several fire trucks had parked out front and cordoned off the area, their strobing red light bars giving the lobby the feel of a nightclub.

      He kept his head down and his hands in the pockets, doing his best to avoid attention from the residents who were headed out of danger and the firefighters headed toward it. By now, law enforcement would have found the body of their inspector, and the two cops he’d kept at bay with the explosion would have reported that they’d seen him. The last thing he wanted was to be spotted so close to escaping.

      He had to stay free at least until he’d warned Zoe, Cheung, and the other protest leaders that the hammer was about to drop.

      Out on the street, the by-now familiar Hong Kong humidity hit him in the face. There was no opportunity to pause outside, and the stream of people carried him along whether or not he liked it, right past the car Lao had landed on. A dozen cops were huddled around it, their faces stern, but no attempt was being made to resuscitate their leader.

      There was no point.

      Herron cursed quietly. Lao’s death had removed any chance of extracting more information about the arrival of the Chinese troops or the attack on the protest leadership. He’d simply have to run with what he had, but without a phone number to contact Zoe or Cheung – or a phone – the best he could do was to hurry to the bar to warn them.

      The further he got from the apartment tower, the easier the journey, the street becoming less of a crush and more the standard Hong Kong crowd. Nobody was going as far as Herron, keen to stay near their homes while he was keen to get away, and as he stepped on the giant public escalator that would take him back towards Lan Kwai Fong, he relaxed.

      He held the side rail, took in the sights and wondered how they’d change once the mainland’s control was absolute and the current freedoms enjoyed by the locals were finally crushed. It showed the fickle nature of freedom, which some enjoyed because of a vote or a revolution, but others were denied because of a war or an international compromise.

      The thoughts kept Herron occupied until he stepped off the escalator at the point nearest to Lan Kwai Fong, where he was scheduled to meet the protest organisers, hopefully in time to move them before the attack. Although they’d be shocked by Lao’s death, the information he’d procured would keep them safe for at least a little longer.

      Herron walked down the street with his hands in his pockets. On his left and on his right, the dive bars that the area was famous for dominated the streetscape, although there was less going on than the last time he was here. It was a Sunday night, so the bars were only sparsely occupied, but it was also likely the protests and the bomb had kept people away.

      Most importantly, there was no sign of any imminent attack on the bar that housed the protest organisers.

      He was almost at the bar when he felt it, a sensation few humans on earth ever experienced. A combination of God-given talent and decades of experience, it made Herron’s spine tingle, his arm hair stand on end and his trigger finger itch. It was impossible to ignore, and anyone in his business who did so earned an early ticket to a shallow grave.

      Taken with Lao’s warning, it made him alert as hell.

      He used every reflective surface around him to scan his environment and try to spot the threat. A store window, a parked car’s side mirror, a seated woman’s small makeup mirror. Each provided a chance to look at the world behind him. But there was no obvious threat – neither someone a little too close nor anyone with a visible weapon. Whoever had triggered his senses had at least an ounce of skill.

      Someone was on his tail, but he couldn’t find them.

      He needed to get to the bar fast, to warn them about the imminent attack, but he was no use to anybody if he was assailed before he got there. And he couldn’t pass on the information by calling or messaging; the protest leaders eschewed electronic communications. His only option was to evade the tail then go to the bar.

      He just hoped he could shake the trouble and make it back to warn them before the hammer dropped.

      About to pass a metro station, he suddenly cut a sharp left and entered it. He walked through the small collection of convenience and drugstores on the level above the rail platform, then stopped to purchase a ticket to ride the subway. Within a minute, he was through the ticket barrier and on his way down the escalator to the platform.

      Yet his sense of danger didn’t relent.

      Whoever was onto him was still there. They hadn’t hesitated to follow him down onto the subway, an enclosed environment with fewer escape points than the streets outside, which meant they were sticky pursuers who’d stay on him no matter where he went. That gave him two choices to free himself and make his way back to the rendezvous.

      Fight or flight.

      He leaned heavily on the right handrail of the escalator. The black rubber was cool to the touch, a contrast to the rest of his body, which felt like a furnace after his acrobatics at the apartment tower and the laps he’d been doing in the humidity of Lan Kwai Fong. Some of his sweat remained on the handrail, an unwelcome surprise for the next traveller to come along.

      At least the conditioned air was a comfort down here, but as with all breaks in his walk of life, the relief was temporary.

      He reached the end of the escalator and stepped onto the platform, his moment of relaxation over. Immediately, he disappeared amidst the press of fellow commuters, who were too polite to stare at the sweaty westerner among them. Trains arrived on either side of the platform, passengers came and went, but Herron stayed anchored to the spot.

      He was right where he wanted to be.
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        * * *

      

      Herron closed his eyes to let his senses uncoil for a second; they’d worked overtime to identify the threat. After five seconds, he took a deep breath, then exhaled heavily.

      “Showtime.”

      He opened his eyes, turned on the spot and quickly scanned around him, filtering out the commuters who waited for trains or had their heads buried in their cell phones. Only then did senses honed to a razor’s edge by decades of the hardest training and experience possible find them – two of the Chinese operatives he’d left behind at the bomb site.

      They’d changed their clothes, now dressed as Hong Kong Police Force officers, with matching powder-blue shirts and black dress pants. It was a smart disguise, letting them go anywhere and do whatever was necessary to catch Herron. It also allowed them to grip the Glock-17s at their sides as they inched ever closer to their target.

      Herron waved, showed them he was on to them...

      … then he turned and pushed his way through the crowd. With each step, he half-expected to hear the boom of the operatives’ pistols and feel the pain of hot lead entering his back. But his bet on their reluctance to shoot a man in the back in public proved to be correct. No shots came, and he was able to use the cover of the crowd to distance himself from his pursuers.

      The same senses that had zeroed in on the first pair of operatives sensed another pair now, closing from a different direction. Both pairs shouted at the crowd in Cantonese and at him in English. They thought they had him in a trap, a vice-like grip that would squeeze him into submission.

      But that’s where they were wrong.

      Herron pulled his pistol from his pocket, aimed at the ceiling, and fired. His shots blasted the overhead tiles to dust and sent the civilians on the subway platform into a blind panic. They screamed and ran in a million different directions, past the overwhelmed operatives, to clamber up escalators to the street above. Most importantly, they blocked sightlines and put further stress on the operatives’ decision making.

      As the chaos unfolded around him, Herron took a few strides to his left and stepped onto a train that was about to depart. The operatives shouted after him, and one even fired into the chassis of the train, but the panic he’d caused on the platform had bought Herron the time he needed to get away. All the noise was silenced when, a second later, the doors closed behind him and the train pulled out.

      Where he was going didn’t matter. All that did was that the operatives hadn’t followed.

      He took the time between stations to take a breather and cool down a little, crushed among the terrified passengers who had heard the shots but not seen it was he who had fired them. Then, as the train slowed for the next station, Herron moved to the doors.

      The train stopped, the doors opened, and Herron left the carriage surrounded by panicked passengers. As they scrambled for the escalators and safety, he went with them, hidden in plain sight as, a moment later, the next train pulled in. There would be operatives aboard, but they’d be struggling to stay on his tail, given he had a one-train lead on them.

      Three would likely stay on and get off, one at a time, at the next three stations.

      One would get off here.

      It was the best possible way for them to make use of their numerical advantage, giving them four chances to pick the tail back up, versus the single chance if they stayed together as a pack. But for Herron, it increased his odds of evading them for long enough to make it back to the bar in Lan Kwai Fong. One pursuer was much easier to deal with.

      As he neared the top of the escalator, his theory was proven right: the next train arrived and one of the four PRC operatives stepped off, eyes sweeping the platform.

      Confident that he’d evaded the bulk of his minders, Herron emerged in Causeway Bay and started on his way back to the bar. There was still one operative to deal with, but Herron had a plan for that, walking in a slow and obvious straight line towards the place he hoped to shed this last barnacle.

      He crossed the street and walked a short way to the entry of Din Tai Fung, the place he’d eaten right before visiting the bomb crater with his minders. The restaurant was on the second level and taking the escalator up, he felt the tingling sensation that told him the operative was behind him.

      But not for long.

      Inside the foyer, he asked for a table by the rear window, then followed the server to it. Only when he was near it did he freeze on the spot and look behind him. There, nearer to the door, the operative-dressed-as-a-cop had just entered, his gun drawn, and his attention fixed on Herron.

      “You’re cornered!” The operative shouted in broken English. “If you give yourself up now, we can find an opportunity for you to redeem yourself!”

      By killing thousands of innocents? No way.

      Herron sprinted towards the operative, who raised his pistol and shouted again for him to stop. If his words had been bullets, Herron would have been filled with holes… but Herron had correctly assessed his foe’s enthusiasm to create a scene was low.

      At least part of the reason was the camera crew Herron had noticed the day before, set up to film a show about the head chef. They were still there, their eyes and their cameras alike tracking the scene in front of them.

      Even though Herron was a wanted man, the operative wouldn’t kill someone in front of a rolling camera and risk angering Minister Han. The politician only wanted Herron on camera when it suited him. After all, China had planned their move against Hong Kong for decades; the last thing Han would want was his men to shoot up the most prominent restaurant on the island.

      The camera crew provided Herron with a force field of sorts, the chance to attack then melt away without retaliation.

      Racing past tables filled with other diners – who looked curious and scared in equal numbers – Herron closed to strike. Even then, his foe hesitated, his body locked up between following his ironclad orders and its natural biological defence mechanisms. Herron didn’t wait for him to decide; he gripped the operative’s wrist and twisted it until the pistol fell. The agent cried out, the pain finally spurring him to fight back, but Herron delivered a brutal headbutt that ended the matter quickly.

      And, just like that, he was free of his tail again.

      He reached down to take the faux cop’s pistol, turned, and sprinted to the window nearest to the main road. As he got closer, he slowed just enough to grab a chair and heave it toward the glass, which shattered into a million pieces, littering the sidewalk below with shards.

      Cops – real ones now – were arriving in the restaurant behind him, called at the behest of the restaurant staff. They shouted at him to halt, some even firing their pistols as Herron charged for the window. He burst through the window, hurtling into the brightly lit street that only a day ago had been the site of a huge protest and bombing. As he flailed through the air, he desperately looked for something to break his fall.

      This time, he was out of luck.

      He slammed into the side of a bus that had slowed out front of the restaurant, the blow rocking him, but not as bad as a bullet would have had he stayed inside the restaurant. He collapsed to the ground, a small crowd of locals milling about to check he was okay. From the restaurant above, cops shouted down at the street and tried to find a clear sight line for another shot.

      Herron shook off the effects of the hard landing, keeping low to put the civilians between himself and the cops. He knew the HKPF officers wouldn’t shoot into a crowd of innocents, no matter how much they’d been corrupted by the mainland, so with the concerned locals still asking after him in Cantonese, he slid underneath the bus and emerged on the other side.

      Now shielded from the gunfire, but certain help would be on the way, he sprinted off into the night. Only when he was a few blocks away did he stop to check that he hadn’t taken a bullet, pleased to find the cuts and grazes from his landing were as bad as the damage got. It hadn’t been his most subtle escape, but it had done the job.

      If he hadn’t proven himself to the protest leaders by now, he wondered what it would take…
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      It took Herron about a little time to get from Din Tai Fung to the rendezvous, by which time the area had further cleared out, only the alcoholics and the die-hards left on the prowl. That suited Herron fine; he wanted to be sure nobody else picked up the tail, and less foot traffic made it harder for a pursuer to hide in plain sight.

      Yet while his senses didn’t warn of anyone on his tail, he still felt on edge.

      He stood on the corner opposite the bar for a few minutes and watched. A handful of patrons came and went, yet he saw nothing that justified his dread. After a while, it was decision time. But given he wanted to keep alive his chance for revenge against Han and the Chinese Government, and that if he turned around and left he would have no resources to call upon, it was a straightforward choice.

      He’d face any threat head on, like he always had.

      He crossed the street and entered the bar. Once again, he sat on a stool at the main bar, yet this time he had the attention of the bartender and a beer in front of him almost instantly. The bartender smiled at him and jerked a thumb toward the back room, signalling to Herron that he was welcome in the inner sanctum.

      He pushed his way through the curtain and saw the same faces as before staring at him. “Don’t you bastards ever sleep?”

      “Rarely.” Cheung’s voice was deadpan. “And not at all for the last few days, given all that’s at stake with the mainland pressing so hard.”

      “The army is moving in tomorrow morning via the Hong Kong–Zhuhai–Macau Bridge.” Herron sat heavily in a chair. “And Lao hinted to me that an attack on this group is imminent.”

      The group shared a look of trepidation, all except Zoe, the British intelligence agent. Like Herron, she had made a career out of this business. None of the others were professionals: for them, thousands of troops from the mainland and a targeted strike against their leadership raised the stakes of the game considerably.

      “Well, we’ll deal with that like we do every other problem.” Zoe grinned, trying to bring some positivity back to the group. “You caused quite a scene…”

      Herron shrugged. “Lao would still be alive if his guards hadn’t popped off. Anyway, I got what you wanted. I’m just annoyed I couldn’t get specifics about the attack on you all.”

      “We knew it would come, eventually.” Zoe had a twinkle in her eye as she replied. “Now we need to decide how to proceed, given our timetable has been advanced much faster than expected.”

      The locals looked at each other; it was Cheung who finally broke the silence. “We have to halt the protests. Otherwise, our followers will be dead meat. Probably us, too.”

      “Then Han wins,” Herron said. “You need to lean into the PRC’s plan, rather than back down. Put a hundred thousand people on that bridge and dare them to drive through you.”

      “Easy enough to say,” one of the others chimed in. “But when flesh and bone is standing in front of metal and guns, I know what my money would be on…”

      Herron sat back, his contribution made. He was in this for the fight and would take it to Han and the mainland, whether or not the protestors joined him. If they didn’t point him at a target, he’d find one himself. But they each needed to decide if they were ready to push all their chips into the middle of the table; the consequences for them and their cause if things really went to hell would be catastrophic.

      The conversation swirled around for almost an hour. Zoe, like Herron, mostly kept her mouth shut. Her role was to support the locals to fight for their freedom, but if the locals decided to lay down their arms and go home, she had no purpose in Hong Kong anymore.

      She didn’t have a personal vendetta to settle like Herron did.

      They discussed options, and in the end, sanity prevailed. There was a consensus around the table to meet the arrival of troops with the largest and most concentrated protest yet. A last attempt to overwhelm the resolve of the mainland and garner the support of the rest of the outside world through a display of sheer numbers and determination.

      That, plus a refusal to hide themselves away in the face of the coming attack.

      That was the part of the plan Herron had a problem with. Common sense, his training and his experience dictated the leadership should go to ground, but all of them refused to hide away from danger while they asked their followers to front up to Chinese troops. They committed to dispersal, so at least they couldn’t be rounded up in one place. After this meeting, there’d be no more contact for some days.

      It was a plan full of risk, but their only other choice was abject surrender. They spoke deep into the night about every element of the plan, hammering out the kinks until they were exhausted. When they were done, everyone knew their role, including Herron.

      Yet the whole time he sat there – and even made a few observations – he couldn’t escape the unease in the pit of his stomach that he’d felt on the street corner outside. For a man who’d made a life’s work out of death and destruction, the looming sense of doom unnerved him. But without a specific threat to focus on, all he could do was invest in the plan he’d agreed to play a part in.

      With the meeting concluded, Herron stood with the others, determined to catch some sleep prior to the fireworks in the morning. He let the others clear out until only Zoe was in the back room with him. When he gestured for her to go before him, she shook her head and stood in his way, blocking the narrow space to the exit, arms crossed over her chest.

      She tilted her head sideways. “Where are you staying tonight?”

      “I’ll find somewhere.”

      “My hotel room has sofa...”

      Herron nodded. It was as good an option as he was going to get, and she seemed happy to offer it. Without further delay, she turned and headed out into the bar proper. Now alone in the back room, the uneasy sensation in Herron’s gut returned. Pushing it to one side, he followed her, the last to leave the back room.

      And the last to have a pistol aimed at him.

      Herron froze, instantly assessing the situation. The four operatives who had dogged him across Hong Kong had the entire group of conspirators surrounded. One was covering the barman and the other patrons in the bar, but the bulk of the guns were pointed right at Herron and his compatriots, ready to decapitate the protest movement in a few quick seconds, if they wanted to.

      Their leader, Wei, stepped forward. “It’s over. All of you get on the ground.”

      “I’m the one you want…” Herron held his hands up. “These people are innocent. Let them go.”

      “Innocent?” Wei snorted. “This is the protest leadership. We were going to send police to do the job later tonight, but you led us right here. We thought we would save some time.”

      Herron’s heart sank; he’d sped up the destruction of the group. He looked around for an edge, but there was none to be found. He could reach for his pistol and maybe take out one of them, but all that would achieve was his own death and plenty of collateral damage. So, as the protestors complied with the order to drop to the floor, he prepared to join them until he noticed Zoe staring at him.

      She mouthed something to him: “Wait for it…”

      Herron frowned, then his eyes shot to the barman. He didn’t look like a threat, but he was only being overseen by one of the four operatives, and his eyes kept drifting to Herron and the others. It gave the man a chance, albeit small, to cause a distraction and spring them loose.

      But he did more than that.

      As Herron eased himself to the floor, the barman moved fast. In a flash, he seized a nearby bottle of wine, smashed it and jammed the broken neck of the bottle into the nearest operative. The agent tried to raise his weapon, but the bottle had bit deep, and he was already pumping out blood from his wound.

      With one operative out of the fight – at least for the moment – Herron ducked low and dragged Zoe to the ground. Shots popped and filled the bar, the barman and several of the protest leaders falling as bullets took them. It wasn’t a battle: the locals were unarmed and easy targets. Caught without cover, they were cut down in seconds, their conspiracy destroyed in an instant.

      Herron moved fast enough to upturn a table and avoid being hit immediately. With Zoe next to him, he’d survived the first exchange, but the operatives were ascendant. He drew his pistol, rose from behind cover and popped off at the agents. Zoe, producing her own weapon, did the same. Their shots hit one operative in the chest, dropped him, and forced the others to retreat behind cover.

      Knowing this was his one chance to get out of the situation, Herron grabbed Zoe by her shirt and pulled her to her feet. Together they ran toward the large bay window that fronted the bar onto the street outside; Herron raised his pistol and fired several times, which shattered the glass.

      Shots cracked behind them as they jumped through the window and ran down the street. The few civilians who’d been in the area this late at night squealed and fled for cover, their panic cluttering the street and masking Herron and Zoe’s escape.

      To Herron’s surprise, the operatives made no move to pursue. Perhaps they were content with a solid night’s work, annihilating the leadership of the protest movement.

      When he felt they were at a safe distance, Herron slowed to a stop and turned to Zoe. “I didn’t mean to lead them here…”

      “Even if you did, it doesn’t matter now. We’re alive and the others are dead.” She paused, panting. “Anyway, it’s not the first time I’ve had a mission wipe and it won’t be the last.”

      “What now?”

      “Back to my hotel to change and wash the blood off me. You coming?”
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      While Herron was excited they’d made it out of the bar, he knew they might not make it much further.

      Each step put more distance between themselves and the operatives, but the streets were filled with police cars and cops, as well as army trucks and soldiers. Troops moved in squads up and down each major street, and occasionally sallied into an office or apartment tower and emerged with a citizen in cuffs, no doubt a protestor or a sympathiser on a list of people the mainland wanted quietened. Every time a truck or a squad car was full, they’d blaze off down the street, headed for who knew where.

      Herron watched them as they sped past, the cops and the troops stoic and proud, the citizens desperate and scared. Suddenly, it was apparent that the special status Hong Kong and its citizens had enjoyed inside the Chinese political system for a few decades after British control had come to a rapid and terrible end.

      He figured those who’d been arrested would end up in some prison or another, maybe even the one he’d been held at; the result would be the same. Without the protest leaders to organise, their voices would be silenced, their cause would die, and their home would become a jewel in the crown of the Chinese Communist Party, its proud history of freedoms and peaceful co-existence a sad historical footnote.

      “They’re making a statement,” he said to Zoe.

      She nodded. “We knew they were bringing in troops tomorrow and you figured out where, but now they’ve stepped up their timetable. There’s going to be twenty thousand troops on the street by midnight…”

      “Heads up.” He turned from her to look straight ahead. In his peripheral vision, he continued to track the soldier who’d taken a keen interest in them. “Soldier eyeballing us at three o’clock.”

      Zoe tensed a little. “How do you want to handle it? I’m out of ammo, and my spares are back at the hotel room.”

      “Not sure guns blazing is the best approach here, anyway. It’s me they want, so I’ll peel off and try to lead him away while you go on to the hotel.”

      “Okay…” Her voice trailed off, like she wanted to argue but knew the plan was sound. “If you lose him, meet me in Room 1407 of the Crowne Plaza.”

      Herron nodded and immediately turned down a side street, hopeful that if he disappeared from the view of the soldier, his place in the man’s mind would also wane.

      Hopeful but not confident.

      As he walked, he used every reflective surface around him to take in the surrounding scene. For a second or two, it looked like he might have evaded the soldier, but then the uniformed man landed on Herron’s tail.

      “Shit. Turn back, you bastard.”

      The soldier continued after him.

      Herron wasn’t sure he’d been made: more likely, the soldier had just spotted a pair of Westerners together amidst the crackdown and taken an interest. It was an assumption he ran with for now, because if the soldier really had identified him, it meant there were a hundred more on the way, and he’d have bigger problems within moments.

      Herron turned down an alleyway and swiftly hid behind a dumpster, ready to ambush the soldier and try to take him down. There was no alternative against a man armed with an assault rifle in the middle of a city street. The alley gave him a few advantages – it was pitch black, and he was well concealed – plus he most likely had better close combat skills than a Chinese infantryman. But the trooper had the rifle, and plenty of friends nearby.

      The soldier appeared at the end of the alleyway and headed into it, each step as loud as a cannon shot to Herron’s sharp senses. Herron waited, poised to strike, but when the soldier was a few steps from his position, the man’s radio crackled in Mandarin.

      The soldier stopped, peered around, then spoke into the radio. It was clear from the tone of both sides of the conversation that the soldier was the junior rank…

      … and he was getting his ass chewed out for wandering off.

      Herron smiled as the soldier retreated, but he didn’t emerge from cover for a full fifteen minutes. When he did, he spent another hour walking random patterns of the streets, to make doubly sure he hadn’t attracted more attention. When he was satisfied, he headed for the hotel and made it up to Zoe’s room. He knocked, and as she let him in, he realized she was on a call.

      “I can wait outside…” He mouthed the words, but she shook her head and held the phone out to him. He looked at her quizzically, took the phone and put it to his ear. “Hello?”

      “I thought I told you to stay off the grid.” The familiar voice of Director-General Charlesworth filled Herron’s ear. “Fucking fine job of it you’ve been doing of that for the last few months…”

      Herron smirked. Although they were nominally enemies, he’d gained a lot of respect for Charlesworth in the time they’d spent together hunting the Master and destroying the Enclave. “Well, I lost my boat…”

      “So I heard.” There was a pause. “Anyway, lad, I appreciate your effort to get Zoe out of that sticky situation. Having a British agent captured would have been most unpleasant.”

      “My pleasure.” Herron looked at Zoe and raised an eyebrow, as if to ask what the point of the call was. She shrugged. “I thought you were more focused on internal security, Director-General.”

      “I got a new job overseeing MI6, and I moved some of my best people from Five over with me to Six.”

      “What can I do for you, Director?”

      “Just wanted to hear your voice for myself, son.” Charlesworth paused. “I sincerely hope you’re still able to talk this time tomorrow.”

      When Charlesworth killed the call a moment later, Herron tossed the phone back to Zoe. “No problem making your way back here?”

      “No. I was just bringing the Director up to speed. I assume you had no trouble with that soldier on your tail.”

      Herron shook his head. Seemingly satisfied with his answer, she turned and headed for the bedroom; a few seconds later, he heard the shower start. Running his hand through his hair, he headed for the sofa, which was in the corner of the room near the balcony.

      He sat down, the weight of the world on his shoulders. It felt like a lifetime since he’d woken up in the hotel room the previous day. He closed his eyes.

      The next thing he realised, Zoe was standing in front of him with a towel wrapped around her.

      “You really know how to make a woman feel wanted…” She raised an eyebrow. “I thought we’d do a few things before we slept…”

      Herron looked at her, puzzled, having to work hard to avoid his eyes drifting down her body. “You said your hotel room had a sofa…”

      “I didn’t say you had to sleep on it. But if you really feel strongly about the matter, then I won’t stop you...”

      Herron thought about it for less than a second and then climbed to his feet.
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      He woke to the sound of gunshots outside, the chatter-pause-chatter-pause bursts of assault rifles. In an instant, he was out of bed, pistol drawn. A glance back to the bed showed Zoe doing the same, their night of bliss now far in the rear-vision mirror as they were forced to focus on the new day.

      And the war zone outside.

      Herron moved to the suite’s living room, past the sofa where he’d intended to sleep, and opened the door out onto the balcony. Pistol gripped by his side, he looked out on a city ablaze. Smoke rose into the sky from three dozen fires – lit by protestors or sparked by the conflict – while the rattle of gunfire continued to carry on the wind.

      He moved to the edge of the balcony and looked straight down. The street, in the heart of Causeway Bay, was filled with protestors armed with placards standing up to a line of Hong Kong police who’d stopped them from spilling into the main shopping precinct. The only difference to previous days was the dozen bodies that littered the no-man's-land between the two forces.

      “They’ve stopped playing nice.” Zoe stepped up behind him a few minutes later. She held a cup of coffee for herself and another for him. “Thought you might need it.”

      “Thanks.” Herron took the cup, lifted it to his mouth and took a hefty chug of the coffee. “What now?”

      “Well, last night was a onetime performance, I’m afraid. It’s against organisational policy for an intelligence agent to sleep with the most wanted man in the world twice.”

      “At least we made it count.” He turned his attention back to the struggle on the street. “Do the protestors have any hope without their leaders calling the shots?”

      “None. And I just got an alert from Charlesworth. The extra Chinese troops have flooded into the city this morning. They’re rounding up protestors, moving into key positions, crushing all dissent.”

      Herron groaned. Leaderless and directionless, the protestors who were brave enough to continue to take to the streets were easy prey for the mainland forces.

      “What now?” Herron repeated, in the hope she might have a more professional answer. “I wanted to help you take a shot at Han and the others, but I don’t know where to aim.”

      “I don’t know, Mitch.” She sidled up alongside him to look out over the destruction. “Do you ever wonder how many moments in history were decided by the actions of covert operatives?”

      “Not really.” He paused, but she did not fill the silence. “I’ve been involved in a bunch of them, so plenty I guess…”

      “Well, this one hurts.” She took a sip of her coffee. “This mission is wiped, and I’ve been ordered to bug out.”

      Herron turned to her, surprised she would give up on the mission so easily, given it involved the breach of a treaty signed with her country. “Stay.”

      “Why?”

      “We can throw some spanners in some works. We probably can’t stop China getting what it wants, but we can make it a hell of a lot harder.”

      She shook her head. “It’s over, Mitch. We gave it our best shot. I’m on a flight this afternoon to London. You should get out while you still can.”

      “I’ve got no resources and nowhere to go.” He cast his eyes down on the carnage below as the cops gunned down more protestors attempting to break their lines. “And I’ve got a score to settle.”

      “With Han?” She scoffed. “He’s coming here to take control of the island’s government. No more self-rule. No more transparent courts based on the rule of law. No more freedoms. No more life.”

      “Not just Han. His goons as well.” Herron gripped his pistol a little tighter. “When and where can I get to him?”

      “He’s untouchable.” She drained her cup. “Anyway, I need to go. You’ve got a formal offer from the Director-General to join me if you want to enjoy the protection of Great Britain.”

      “He wants me to travel with you to Britain and then work for him?”

      “You’re not just a pretty face.” She reached out to touch his cheek. “Charlesworth is offering the same terms as before – if you work for Britain, you’ll be protected by Britain.”

      Herron stepped back from her. Suddenly, it was clear why Charlesworth had wanted to talk to him the previous evening. It had been a proof of life call, just like in Bath, when he’d ended the Master and destroyed the Enclave. Charlesworth was trying to control him, and if he agreed, he’d be deployed around the world to take down the enemies of Britain.

      A pawn in someone else’s game again, a puppet dancing to another’s tune.

      He’d done it before. He’d killed and almost been killed hundreds of times. On the command of others, he’d pulled triggers, detonated bombs, stuffed people into trunks and completed many other nasty tasks. Some victims had deserved it, probably, and some of those moments of history Zoe had spoken about had probably swung in a better direction because of his actions.

      But others had surely swung the wrong way, and it was no longer the life for him.

      Any actions he took now were his own.

      “My days of killing for others are over.” Herron’s voice was firm. Final. “If you ever get sick of it, look me up.”

      She was visibly taken aback. “I’m nothing like you, Mitch. I fight for the security of my government and the safety of my people.”

      “I thought that once as well.” He finished his coffee, put the cup on the balcony railing. “There’s four Chinese operatives on my tail who think the same.”

      She sneered. “Low blow.”

      “Just don’t let all this consume you.”

      “You’re too cynical for your own good.” She gave a thin smile, clearly forgiving his cheap shot. “I know why I fight, and this is my job, not my life.”

      “Lucky.” Herron let the word hang for a moment, heavy and solemn. He’d never had that choice. “Just let me have a shower and I’ll get out of your hair.”

      Herron headed back inside the hotel room, showered and, with no clean options available, dressed in the same clothes he’d worn the day before. Leaving the bathroom, he found Zoe seated on the bed, her bags ready to go at her feet.

      He grinned. “Not the first time I’ve had a woman pack up while I shower.”

      She rolled her eyes. “And this isn’t the first time I’ve helped a dead-beat boyfriend…”

      She threw a small bag at him, and he caught it reflexively. “What’s this?”

      “A little farewell gift to help you achieve your goals.” She got to her feet. “If you somehow survive, meet me at the airport tonight and I’ll get you out on the 9.00pm flight to London.”

      Herron nodded, grateful for the offer, although he had no intention of taking her up on it. “You did good work here. Don’t take the loss of Cheung and the others to heart. It wasn’t your fault.”

      “Thanks, but that won’t do anything to bring them back.” She picked up her bags. “Or hurt the bastards responsible.”

      “You leave that to me.”
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      Herron kept his hands in his pockets as he approached Hong Kong’s Legislative Council Complex. When he was near enough to see the impressive facility, which looked like a black spaceship, he stopped and leaned against the wall of an abandoned store. All around him, the protests swelled, the streets filled with an angry mob that was being met with violence and gunfire.

      The mood differed from the previous times Herron had been amongst the protestors. There was less singing and fewer patriotic signs, more shouts, and makeshift weapons. Since the bomb had gone off and their leaders had been slaughtered, the mood amongst these people was a powder keg of anger, and he was sure Han wanted them to explode.

      It was Herron’s job to prevent that.

      The Legislative Council complex was where the ceremony would be held to celebrate the formal handover of authority to the mainland, and it was harder to get inside than Fort Knox. A first ring of security was provided by the Hong Kong police, who’d erected roadblocks and personnel barriers to keep the protestors at bay. Behind that ring of steel, uniformed PLA troops stood watch.

      It was an impressive display of might, with guns by the hundred and armoured vehicles by the dozen; even Herron would normally struggle to breach them. Thankfully, although the cops had rendered the home of Hong Kong’s democratically elected government inaccessible to the protestors and anyone overly hostile, Herron had more tools than violence at his disposal.

      He pushed himself off the wall and casually walked on down the street. The crowd of protestors increased the closer he got to the building and reached critical mass a block away from it. There, hundreds of people were pressed up against a barrier manned by the cops, and Herron had to push his way through, all elbows, until he reached the front.

      “Stay back!” A cop shouted at him. “If you try to force your way past the barrier, we’re allowed to use deadly force.”

      “Not trying to get shot, pal, just doing my job.” Herron huffed and puffed, doing his best to seem put upon by the surrounding protestors, rather than someone who shared their cause. “I’m a reporter.”

      “Press?” The cop stiffened. His eyes darted around, looking for anything that might reflect badly upon him or the PRC. “No camera?”

      Herron rolled his eyes. “Not all journalists work for television, buddy. You know one of the main reasons for the decline in political cov—”

      The cop held up a hand. “You should have used the journalist gate, like your colleagues…”

      “Look, all I want is to write a nice little fluff piece on the event today and you’re busting my—”

      “Do you have a pass or not?”

      Herron reached into his pocket, never taking his eyes off the cop, then flashed his pass. The officer inspected it and took a step back, allowing Herron past the first ring of defence. He stepped through the gap in the barrier, sure he had the attention of every protestor and cop in the vicinity, then pocketed the pass and continued deeper into the compound.

      He had the same experience at the next two checkpoints, making it past the soldiers and then the civilian staff that controlled access to the building itself. It showed him the respect officials in authoritarian states had for credentials. Nobody questioned him. Better for them to shrug their shoulders, go with the flow, and, if questioned by those in power, swear the guy had shown the right ID.

      He’d got the press pass from Zoe. It had been in the bag she’d tossed him, along with a few wads of local currency and a note: Thought you might be able to use this. Meet me at the airport if you change your mind. Otherwise, make it count. He’d smiled when he’d read the note, which made him think of their night together, then had pocketed the gear and settled on his plan of attack.

      It wasn’t a complicated one.

      Within fifteen minutes, after more queues and security checks, Herron found himself in the lobby of the Legislative Council building, with an entirely different crowd of people. These were the hand-selected and the rent-seekers, those who’d welcome or benefit from increased PRC control over the island, as far opposed to the views of the protestors outside as it was possible to get.

      In just a few brief minutes, the event would begin: the signing of the final handover of full authority to the mainland. The dignitaries were mostly already seated, and those who still mingled in the lobby were being ushered to their seats with announcements in Mandarin, Cantonese, and English. Everyone complied with the instruction, including Herron.

      Seated at the back of the cavernous hall, he watched as Han and Au Jin Ren – the chief executive of Hong Kong – spoke about their desire to bring the island and the mainland together; about their hope that the new laws would ensure everyone lived under the same rules that had proven so prosperous for the rest of the PRC; and about their belief in the peace the extra troops would help secure.

      Polite applause followed each speaker, a pointed contrast to the violence on the street. As he looked around, Herron could see dozens of sycophants in business suits and cocktail dresses, all happy to see their freedoms signed away to enjoy the benefits of patronage. An end to the protections Britain had negotiated for the locals years earlier. The betrayal of millions of people distilled to a single pen stroke by the island’s chief executive.

      It was a triumph for Chinese foreign policy and Han knew it, if judged by the wide smile on his face as the document was signed. He’d overseen a foreign policy agenda that had swept across Southeast Asia and the Pacific, bent other states to his will through military or economic or political coercion – or sometimes a mix of both – and now secured the return of the greatest treasure of all.

      And Herron could do nothing to stop it.

      But while nothing and nobody could keep the PRC from exercising its own unique brand of dominance over South-East Asia and the Pacific, Herron could destroy its architect. Han had propped up the General in Fiji and the hijackers in the Philippines. He’d locked up political prisoners, even killed them – and Cara Sargent – to spite Herron. He’d ordered his men to plant a bomb in Hong Kong and then detonated it.

      And those were just the crimes Herron knew about.

      Han had proven to be ruthless, and the human gene pool would be better without him in it. But to kill the man would make him a martyr and result in further predations on Hong Kong and its people. Instead, Herron would take from Han the thing he probably valued more than his life.

      His reputation.

      Herron reached into his pocket. There were a hundred other journalists gathered in the surrounding seats, focused on their devices or their notepads, none of them paying him any attention. That changed when he tapped the man next to him on the arm and handed him a small piece of paper.

      The journalist frowned and looked down at the folded sheet. “What’s this?”

      “You’re Ken Dinnane?” Herron waited while the journalist studied his face, recognition finally dawning. “Right?”

      “You’re Herron. The terrorist.”

      “Molly sends her regards.”

      “Molly?” Dinnane’s eyes widened and took on a haunted look. He knew his instructions to the young journalist to pursue Herron’s story at any cost had likely ended her up in prison. Or worse. “Do you know where she is? Do you know if she’s alive?”

      “She’s dead.” Herron let the words hang heavy. “And you owe it to her and to the world to get her story out, no matter the cost.”

      A range of emotions played out over Dinnane’s face. Grief. Anger. Guilt. “What am I going to find?”

      “The story of your life. Proof that the Chinese foreign minister has been complicit in the death of thousands of political prisoners. Get the story out or I’ll find you.”

      “What?” Dinnane looked up at him, but Herron was already making his way to the end of the row. “Wait, you’re—”

      Herron didn’t look back. He’d done all he could. The piece of paper contained a URL for a server that contained drone footage of executions at the prison, hundreds of them, along with information that identified each victim. It was the last part of the gift from Zoe: a dossier collected over months of British surveillance of the prison where Herron had been detained. Proof Charlesworth had been watching him closely.

      Given Molly was one of those executed on the footage, Herron was certain Dinnane would get the story out. And when it was made public, the dossier would make Han – and most of the rest of the Chinese leadership – a pariah outside of China. He’d be the subject of Western financial and travel sanctions, leaving him poorer and crippling his ability to travel outside of his homeland. For a man with his position – foreign minister of a great power – that would be a blow impossible to recover from. It wouldn’t be long before the regime sought his replacement.

      Herron was handing Dinnane the scoop of a lifetime.

      He was giving the United States a home run.

      He was giving Molly and the other prisoners a small amount of justice.

      And he was giving Han a giant middle finger.

      He could have used the dossier to negotiate his own freedom and safe passage from China, but as he stared at the stage, he was glad he hadn’t done that. After a moment, the Chinese foreign minister spotted him, the only person standing in a room full of seated officials. There was a frozen moment, an entire conversation played out silently, in seconds…

      Then Herron walked away.

      He had no problem exiting the room or the building. The PLA and the Hong Kong Police Force were focused on keeping the protestors out of the event, not preventing those already inside from leaving. Within a few minutes, he was out in the fresh air and through the security cordon, back amongst those he’d tried so hard to help.

      As he walked further from the Legislative Council Complex and toward Causeway Bay, he felt uneasy. In Fiji, he’d caused carnage, but it had been justified to remove the tyrannical control of the General and stave off the encroachment of the PRC. That place was now free, under democratic rule, its people happier and with a better future. In the Philippines, he’d dealt a fatal blow to the hijackers before he’d been captured.

      But here had been different.

      Here, he’d tried to help another island stave off the control of the PRC, but this time, he’d failed. Despite his efforts, thousands of troops had arrived from the mainland, the leaders of the local protest movement had been slaughtered, and a document had just been signed to rubber stamp PRC authority onto the territory and end the modicum of freedom they’d allowed its people for a few decades.

      His decapitation of Han’s career would do nothing to change that.

      He admired the fight in the protestors. Although they had only a small amount of support from British Intelligence, they’d shown impressive mettle. But it had all been for nothing. They were dead or in prison and their cause was lost. Herron was once again adrift without home or purpose, a modern ronin wandering the land for his next fight.

      He was done with being retired. But he was also done with causes.
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        * * *

      

      Herron pressed his back against the wall and kept his hands in his pockets – one wrapped around the grip of the pistol – as he watched the television in the corner of the bar. On it, the broadcast of some local soccer game had been interrupted with a newsflash showing the handshake between Han and Chief Executive Au Jin Ren that had sealed the fate of the island and its residents.

      While the patrons jeered and shook their heads at the news, Herron couldn’t understand a word of the excited chatter that filled the bar. None of them looked his way, the sole westerner in the bar, too consumed in their own futures to realise the most wanted man in the Earth was amongst them. The man who’d fought hard to help them stay free and failed.

      But also the man who’d set up a fireworks show of his own to mark the handover.

      The news feed shifted to a video already familiar to Herron. It showed grainy, black-and-white camera footage of what looked to be a prison shot from the air. As the picture zoomed in, it was easy to see a few dozen people huddled together in a hole… and then those same people drop to the ground as the prison guards who encircled them opened fire. The video cut back to anchors, who sat in stunned silence.

      It was the same story in the bar, where patrons stared at the screen and each other.

      Herron figured the same film was playing on every television in Hong Kong and much of the rest of the world, as the video proof of China slaughtering political prisoners was disseminated. He was glad Ken Dinnane had been as good as his word and used the significant reach of his network to get the images out into the world.

      Herron had done what he could, and now it was time to go.

      He drained his Coke and headed for the exit, pausing out in front of the bar to look left and right.

      Headed in his direction were the three remaining Chinese operatives.

      For a second after he saw them, no one moved.

      Then he ran, bolting down the alleyway next to the bar and into the shadows.

      This close to the docks, the entire area was filled with warehouses, separated by blind corners and dark alleyways. It was like a maze, the only place in Hong Kong without a crush of people, and the perfect terrain for Herron to finish up his last piece of business.

      The whole time he’d walked from the Legislative Council Complex down to the docks, he’d been sure to look up at every security camera he saw. Based on Lao’s statement, the entire island had a network of cameras running facial recognition software, and Herron had let himself be tracked to exactly where he wanted the operatives to find him.

      The stop at the bar had simply been a refreshment break. To let them catch up.

      He snaked his way through the alleyways, only seconds ahead of Wei and the other operatives. He didn’t know his way, but nor did his pursuers. And here he was, free of the security cameras and able to take advantage of all his other natural advantages over the kill team.

      In the forest in the Philippines, Herron had been at an enormous disadvantage against four agents. He’d been armed with only a pistol and his wits, whereas his foes had operated under the protective curtain of sniper cover, while the ground team packed long guns, night-vision goggles and other tactical gear. He’d taken down two of their number before Wei had shot him in the gut – a decent but disappointing effort.

      This time, things would be different.

      Herron had retrieved his pistol from where he’d left it after he’d departed the Legislative Council Complex. He was down to his last dozen rounds, but here, in the shadows, he had advantages far more dangerous than a pistol. He had training and experience and a God-given talent he’d bet against the Chinese operatives any day of the week.

      Unlike their encounter in the forest, the men were armed only with pistols and had no tactical gear.

      He’d have their number.

      He turned to look over his shoulder and saw the trio round a corner as he did the same. They were close – close enough – and now he had to hit the next note of his composition. He ducked out of sight and bolted to the end of the alleyway, where it split in two directions. Taking a second, he chose his direction and kept running.

      Shots fired, pounding into the bricks beside him, but in the dark of the alley, none found flesh. Herron jagged in another direction, glad he hadn’t yet eaten lead and glad his suspicion was confirmed – now Han had completed the handover, the previous restriction on lethal force had ended.

      Over and over, he snaked through the labyrinth, allowing the operatives to stay close enough that they’d be confident they had him in the bag. The first key part of his plan had been to get them into unfamiliar territory. The second was to keep them confident enough not to call reinforcements.

      The last part was to split them up. And his plan was a simple one: not the result of great tactical planning or superior technology, but an example of the most basic fieldwork.

      He reached yet another intersection, turned down it, and stopped.

      This time, instead of a quick sprint to the next junction, he took shelter in the door nook of a warehouse. It was bathed in darkness, almost pitch black – he’d be hard to spot if anyone came past.

      He kept to the darkness as the three operatives reached the intersection and paused for just a second; they hadn’t seen which way he’d gone. Predictably, they chatted for a moment in Mandarin and then split up. Wei went left – away from Herron – while the other pair went right, heading towards him.

      Both agents had their pistols raised as they stalked ahead, more cautious now they had lost track of him. They moved in unison – well trained – and whispered to each other in Mandarin.

      The whole time, Herron held his breath and kept deathly still; he wanted to keep his position concealed until the very last moment.

      They passed him, and he emerged from the shadows silently. His footfalls as quiet as a whisper, he wrapped his arm around the neck of the man on the left. As he pulled tight, he raised the pistol and aimed at the other operative, who had turned and was raising his weapon. A quick tap of the trigger halted that threat, while a second tap and a shot to the head made sure of it.

      That left him alone with the man he was choking out.

      Herron jammed his pistol into the operative’s back, a slight amount of pressure on the trigger. Simultaneously, he choked the agent harder, as the man thrashed and tried to free himself. A boot slammed down on Herron’s left foot and the operative’s ass bucked back into him, the classic one-two move people trained in self-defence used to free themselves.

      The third move, Herron already had covered.

      “If you try to headbutt me, I’ll snap your neck.” Herron whispered into his ear. The agent hesitated; as Herron had suspected, it wasn’t just Wei who spoke English after all. “I want you to call Wei and tell him I’m here. Understand?”

      “I understand,” the man croaked. “I’ll tell him now.”

      The operative spoke quietly into his wireless headset. Herron was sure it was a call for Wei to help him and detail of the situation. He didn’t much care about the specifics; all that mattered was drawing the last remaining enemy to him.

      The second the call was done, Herron snapped the operative’s neck.

      As the dead man dropped to the ground, Herron returned to the shadows. He waited, again in silence, as Wei arrived and cautiously advanced down the alleyway. Every few steps, the lead agent paused, his senses no doubt on edge, before moving on.

      Until he found the bodies on the ground and froze.

      Herron advanced out of the shadows and pressed his pistol against Wei’s skull. “You’ve reached the end of the line, my friend.”

      Wei tensed a little and dropped his pistol to the ground. “Put that gun down and we’ll finish this man to man.”

      “You didn’t give me that opportunity back in the Philippines or in Lan Kwai Fong. Why should I offer it now?”

      As Wei opened his mouth to respond, Herron pulled the trigger.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Herron used the bolt cutters he’d purchased from a hardware store to cut a hole in the chain-link fence. It was topped with razor-wire, and he was sure there were surveillance cameras that would spot him either now or later, but he only needed to avoid the attention of port security for a few minutes.

      As he’d walked to the rendezvous after he’d taken out Wei, he’d briefly thought about taking Zoe up on her offer. He could get a cab to the airport, meet her in the lounge and make his way to London with far less risk than the path he’d ultimately chosen. But he’d stuck with his original decision; going with Zoe would end with him in service to the British.

      With him killing for another master.

      Instead, he’d chosen a path potentially far more turbulent, one that would begin with a clandestine meeting in the shadows of one of the world’s great commercial ports. There, he hoped to book a ticket to anywhere but here. It offered fewer guarantees than a business class flight to London, but he’d take the chance that one of the few people he’d ever been able to trust would remain reliable.

      He climbed through the hole in the fence, tossed the bolt cutters on the ground, and moved through the shadows. A few times, he had to skirt wide around stevedores working the busy port, but a slow and cautious approach got him to where he needed to be – on the far side of a warehouse at the back of the port, looking out over the water.

      “You better damn well show up…” Herron whispered under his breath. “Or this is going to get a hell of a lot hairier…”

      Right on time, the sound of a small boat signalled that his stay on the island was almost at its end. Herron stayed in the darkness as the boat bumped up to the dock, and someone stepped off it. The figure whistled three times – the signal Herron had said to use – then waited. Herron gave it a few seconds to be sure it wasn’t a trap.

      “I got your message.” The man’s voice was neutral, neither positive nor negative, his words a simple statement of fact. “I thought you understood the Philippines was a onetime deal?”

      “Things changed.” Herron emerged from the shadows, revealing himself to the newcomer. “A lot changed.”

      “Now you want another ‘Get Out of Consequences Free’ card?” Captain Jerome Laidlaw asked. “It’s not so simple, Mitch.”

      “Sure it is. Give me a ride on your boat. Drop me off wherever the hell you like on the way back to Yokosuka. Forget about me.”

      That had been the plan, when Herron had used Cheung’s e-reader to email Laidlaw from a newly created account. He’d revealed details about a previous mission they’d conducted together – things only Laidlaw knew – to prove his identity, and asked Laidlaw to sail to Hong Kong under cover of darkness to get him out.

      He had set the rendezvous for a few hours after the handover event was supposed to occur. He’d figured by then he’d be done working for Han or done trying to stop him, and it would be time to get the hell out of Dodge. He didn’t care where he went – it didn’t matter – but he needed to get away from this island and from China. But his friend had to put the last piece in place.

      “I’d love to,” Laidlaw said, “but one of my crew blabbed the last time I helped you out and I had all sorts of people who work for all sorts of U.S. agencies pissed off at me for letting you slip the noose. When you showed up in Beijing, in the hands of the Chinese Government, it made those same people even angrier still. It put me into a bit of a corner, Mitch.”

      Herron frowned. Suddenly, a business class flight to London with Zoe didn’t seem to be the worst idea. If Laidlaw’s feet had been put to the flames the first time he’d helped Herron, there was no logical reason for him to be here.

      Moving slowly, so he wouldn’t be noticed in the near-darkness, Herron reached behind his back and gripped the pistol in the waistband of his pants. “Why are you here then?”

      “Because those same agencies told me to be,” Laidlaw replied. “You need to come with me, Mitch.”

      Herron drew his pistol, quick as a flash, and levelled it at Laidlaw. “I’m walking away.”

      “No, you’re not.”

      Suddenly, Herron was blinded by floodlights from behind Laidlaw. A dozen voices shouted at him to drop the pistol or they’d shoot.

      He kept the pistol aimed at his friend, even though he couldn’t see well enough to pull the trigger. He was surrounded and exposed, out of the shadows and in the light, with nowhere to run and no way to hide.

      “I trusted you, Jerome!” Herron hissed, hurt by the betrayal of one of the few people he’d ever trusted. “What now?”

      “Well, that’s up to you.” Laidlaw’s voice was cold and clinical. “Resist and get shot or put down the gun and come with me.”

      “Come with you to be killed or pressed into service?” Herron paused, and the silence all but confirmed it. “I told you I was done.”

      “Done?” Laidlaw laughed. “After my crew member blabbed, I almost lost my career. Then you pop up in public, get caught, and contact me to help you out. They gave me less of a choice in this than you have.”

      Herron lowered the pistol. He couldn’t fire.

      Laidlaw walked up to him, took the gun, and clamped a hand down on his shoulder. “Good call. Now let’s get out of here. You’ve got work to do.”
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      Mitch Herron’s eyes flickered open and he inhaled sharply. Instinctively, he reached for the pistol he usually kept under his pillow, but his hand only moved a few inches. He tried the other, but it too came up short. Finally, his mind caught up with his muscle memory: he was a prisoner, cable tied to a metal bunk, surrounded by other metal bunks, metal walls, metal closets, and metal footlockers.

      “Damn it.”

      His words attracted the attention of someone outside the door, because a second later there was the shuffle of footsteps and a uniformed U.S. Navy sailor peered inside. Herron locked eyes with the man, a young ensign who looked barely old enough to shave. The sailor didn’t acknowledge him, instead ducking back outside and forcing Herron to wait even longer.

      With time on his hands, Herron did a mental stocktake. He was groggy, his head hurt like hell, and he was sore all over. Betrayed by an old friend while trying to escape Hong Kong, he was now prisoner aboard a U.S. Navy ship, with no idea how to get free. Most likely, the ensign was on their way to report to his captor, so he might finally get to see who was in charge.

      It wasn’t the most ideal situation he had ever been in, but it wasn’t the worst, either. Before they’d started whaling on him, his captors had said that the U.S. Government wanted a word with him, but Herron had every intention of getting the hell off the ship long before that. Because he was certain that the only thing he’d find back home in America was death.

      A few minutes passed before a pair of burly guys dressed all in black arrived at his makeshift prison. One was short and broad, sporting a hefty beard; the other man had less facial hair, was taller and a little younger. He knew their kind. Early in his career, Herron had spent a decade with U.S. Special Forces. On missions all around the world – but mostly in the Middle East – he’d been part of a brotherhood, and this newly arrived pair had the look of members.

      It wasn’t hard to spot once you knew the signs, and their eyes gave the pair away, the tall one especially sporting a gaze as cold as an Arctic night.

      “Morning, guys.” Herron grinned, trying to get under their skin. “Which outfit you with?”

      They didn’t answer. Instead, Cold Eyes trained a pistol on him while Beardy went to work cutting the cable ties that bound Herron’s hands and feet to the bed.

      The second he was free, Herron mustered all the power he could and shoved Beardy back into Cold Eyes. The stout operative staggered back a step or two, enough to stymie his partner’s aim, costing him a clean shot.

      That was all Herron needed.

      He kicked out at the leg Beardy had planted to balance himself, a brutal strike aimed at the knee. The joint collapsed, driving a grunt of pain from a hard man, who fell to the ground. Herron finished the job with a hard kick to the head, enough to knock the guy out but probably not to kill him. He had no great desire to kill U.S. military personnel unless they made him.

      Cold Eyes had regained his balance and once again had his pistol up, but Herron’s hunch was that the pair were under orders not to shoot him. That gave him a chance. He gripped Cold Eyes’ gun hand at the wrist, trying to wrench the weapon free and take it himself, but the other man resisted with serious strength and technique.

      “I may not be able to shoot you…” Cold Eyes’ voice was a disinterested monotone as he dodged a quick jab Herron threw at his head. “But I can still hurt you.”

      He caught Herron’s hand, squeezed and then bent the joint up so hard it forced him to go down onto one knee to stop his wrist from breaking. He cried out, and tried to punch at Cold Eyes’ midsection with his other fist, but his captor had a significant size and reach advantage. Herron did land a few blows, but they landed like the pitter-patter of rain against a window.

      A hammer blow rocked him, taking him right on the jaw and leaving him reeling. A second later Cold Eyes let go of his wrist: the force of the blow and the loss of the one thing holding him up was a double whammy, sending Herron sprawling.

      A brutal kick took him in the ribs, smashing the breath from him, then another and another, keeping him down on the floor and unable to get back into the fight. It was the same kind of beating you’d find in any bar across America on a bad night. And then it was over as quickly as it started, when Herron had expected the beating to continue.

      “That’s enough,” Cold eyes said. “You get to live, because one of my superiors decided they need you for a job.”

      Cold Eyes had done just enough to put him down, then backed off – the sign of a calm professional.

      Which wasn’t a good sign for Herron’s escape prospects.
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        * * *

      

      Herron was once again restrained. This time, to a chair in some out-of-the-way corner of the ship, waiting for whoever was pulling the string of Cold Eyes and his crew to show up. He’d been waiting an hour or so, still smarting from the short and sharp beating he’d taken, which had done more harm to his pride than his body, but had given him a level of respect for the men babysitting him.

      He didn’t know who they were, but he’d bet his ass they were tier one operators.

      Finally, the door of the small room opened and admitted a small army of people into the room. Most were special forces operators like Cold Eyes – half a dozen of them – but one man stood out from the rest. He was small, clean-shaven, and sharply dressed in a business suit, the polar opposite of the other men.

      A suit.

      He stepped closer to Herron and crouched down so he was at eye level. “Mr Herron, I trust these men are giving you the hospitality you so richly deserve.”

      Herron sneered. “I could do with a steak and a cold beer, but the reception has been better than I expected when you scooped me up in Hong Kong.”

      The suited man shrugged. “I’m not sure you realise quite how lucky you are to be alive, Mr Herron. I’d originally asked these fine men here to shoot you on sight.”

      “So what changed?”

      “As so often appears to be the case with you, Mr Herron, something came up at the last minute that requires your particular brand of carnage.”

      “Surprised anything comes up for a man your age…”

      The Suit gave a thin smirk, then he took a step back and nodded at Cold Eyes. “Sergeant Bradshaw…”

      Cold Eyes – Bradshaw – nodded, stepped forward and delivered a shot to the side of Herron’s head, enough to snap his head around. “Behave.”

      Herron shook his head, trying to recover, then locked eyes on Bradshaw. “I’m really looking forward to the day we can have a fair fight…”

      “We had one back when you busted up my buddy’s knee.” Bradshaw stepped back and leaned against the wall of the room. “You got your ass kicked.”

      Herron was convinced now that these guys were special forces. They were skilled at the application of violence, but followed their orders to the letter. Any regular grunt would have taken another shot in response to the insult, but Bradshaw had shrugged it off and deferred to the Suit.

      With the message sent, the Suit stepped forward again. “I’ll cut to the chase. Your first option is to board a helicopter, fly to Gitmo, and spend the rest of your days alongside the self-proclaimed warlords.”

      Herron said nothing.

      “Your other option is to board a helicopter, fly to the States and complete a mission I assign to you – with Bradshaw and his boys along for the ride.”

      “And once I do?”

      “You’ll have done something useful before you die.” The Suit let the words hang heavy. “The job is critical to national security and there’s nobody else who has both the skills and deniability to do it.”

      “You guys must be desperate,” Herron scoffed. “But you’re not doing a great job selling it. How come I still end up dead at the end?”

      “Because on no less than a dozen occasions you’ve compromised American national security yourself,” the Suit replied. “And I think we all know a bullet in the head is preferable to life in a small cage in Cuba.”

      Herron had spent his share of time imprisoned, first in Fiji and then in China, and he had no desire to rot away slowly in custody. Still, no matter how exhausted he was after going toe-to-toe with the government of the People’s Republic of China over the past few years, he had no great passion for a useless death.

      “I’ll happily die for the right cause, but I don’t think you’re offering me anything noble…” Herron’s voice trailed off. He waited until the Suit nodded, then continued. “So how about I do your job and you let me live?”

      The Suit’s response was instant. “Absolutely not. We know you had the same deal on the table with China and went rogue, so our terms are simple. Do the job, eat a bullet, and let Erica Kearns continue with her life.”

      Herron’s eyes narrowed. It had been a long time since he’d heard his benefactor’s name, the woman who’d helped him foil the Omega Strain and overcome the Enclave. The woman he’d had to leave behind. When he’d fled America, he’d known he’d never see Kearns again, but he’d hoped he’d done enough to keep her safe in his absence. Now the Suit was here to dash that hope.

      “We have evidence Ms Kearns abetted a known terrorist and one of the FBI’s top 20 most wanted people,” he went on.

      “Me.”

      “Precisely.”

      “Then why isn’t she behind bars already?”

      “We thought there might come a time when we needed leverage against you. Take it as a compliment.”

      “So I do the job, you kill me, and then you leave Kearns alone?” Herron studied the Suit’s face, trying to read his intentions, but his captor remained expressionless. “Okay, sign me up.”
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        * * *

      

      The helicopter came into land at an airfield somewhere on the western seaboard of the United States. Herron had tried and failed to guess which one, based on the small geographic markers he’d been able to spot during the night- flight; neither the pilots nor Bradshaw and the other special forces babysitters had said a word about their destination.

      America had a lot of military bases and even more civilian airfields. He could be anywhere.

      Not that it mattered much. The Suit had enough over Herron to keep him on the straight and narrow. He owed Erica Kearns a lot, so unless the mission was a completely unthinkable atrocity, he’d do what he was told. Then he’d die, leaving her to live out her life in the relative peace he’d almost shattered for her a half-dozen times.

      Since agreeing to the Suit’s demands, Herron had been treated totally differently by Bradshaw and his men. They’d cut his restraints, dragged him to his feet and then escorted him through the bowels of the ship to the infirmary. There, a navy medic had tended to his ailments, asking no questions as she did.

      Now he was ready to work.

      He had been given nothing but a clean set of clothes – all black – and five minutes to shower, after which they’d boarded the chopper. Bradshaw and his squad were all sporting tactical rigs, night-vision gear, their choice of primary weapon, and holstered sidearms.

      Yet, despite their cool demeanour, Herron could sense the tension in them, small signals he had grown accustomed to spotting: the tightness around the corners of their eyes, the way they gripped their weapons, the clipped manner in which they spoke to each other over the helicopter’s onboard comms system.

      It was like they were already on a mission and the action could fire up at any minute.

      “What’s got you guys so on edge?” Herron asked Bradshaw. He needed to make peace with the man if he was going to work with him and his team. “Can you tell me what I’m walking into here?”

      “Technically, you’re flying…” Bradshaw’s voice remained serious despite the joke, which eased none of the tension, earning nothing even resembling a laugh from the others. “We know what you did to foil both the British and the Chinese attempts to control you, so we’re going to play it smarter than that and make sure you know what you need to know, when you need to know it.”

      “Got it,” Herron said, bitterness in his voice as he sat back in his chair. He had even less control over his own future now than when he’d woken up handcuffed to a steel bunk.

      He stewed on the thought, even as the helicopter banked and descended toward a cluster of brightly coloured lights. The scene looked like many other airfields Herron had approached at night, and he tried to soak in as much detail as possible, his brain processing all the input. But even as the pilot touched the helicopter down gently and a pair of ground crew rushed in to open the side doors, he still did not know his location.

      As soon as the doors were open, two of Bradshaw’s men exited through each door, weapons raised and searching for threats. That was curious to Herron; he saw no reason to expect hostiles at a U.S. airfield. Alone now on the chopper with Bradshaw, two other remaining operatives and the pilot. Herron reached down to unbuckle his harness. He didn’t get the chance, Bradshaw slamming his palm against his chest.

      “I just want to make it clear one more time.” He leaned in real close to Herron. “This is my operation and you’re a cog in my machine, got it?”

      “Got it,” Herron replied, resisting the urge to break his arm. “I’ll do what I need to do to keep my friend out of trouble, then I’ll shoot myself in the head if that’s what you want.”

      “Oh, no…” Bradshaw laughed. “If there’s one thing I definitely want after the shit you pulled with my guy’s knee, it’s to shoot you in the head myself.”

      “Can I trust the guy in the suit to live up to his end of the bargain and leave my friend alone?”

      “Hell if I know, but what choice do you have?”

      Herron waited for more, but no more came. Instead, Bradshaw took his hand off Herron and exited the chopper with his pair of remaining comrades. Nobody seemed concerned Herron was left alone with the pilot, that he might overpower them and steal the bird, because everyone knew if he did Erica Kearns would spend her life behind bars.

      As he unbuckled his harness to follow the others out, he heard the pilot grunt. Shaking himself free of the harness, he turned in his seat to look: there was a hole in the windshield, and the pilot was slumped forward, missing a quarter of his skull.

      Herron dived to the floor of the chopper, trying to conceal himself from the shooter. His mind raced. This should have been a secure environment…

      Keeping low, he risked a look outside. A second later, the world beyond the chopper was filled with noise and light: flames and muzzle flashes, gunshots and explosions. Whoever was hitting the airport – or just this aircraft – was doing it with a hell of a lot more than a single sniper.

      What the hell had he gotten himself into?

      
        
        Purchase The Crisis Vector!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALSO BY STEVE P. VINCENT

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Jack Emery Series (Conspiracy thrillers)

        The Foundation (#1)

        State of Emergency (#2)

        Nations Divided (#3)

        One Minute to Midnight (#4)

      

        

      
        The Mitch Herron Series (Action thrillers)

        The Omega Strain (#1)

        The Shadow Enclave (#2)

        The Lazarus Protocol (#3)

        The Capricorn Deception (#4)

        The Azure Backlash (#5)

        The Jade Stratagem (#6)

        The Crisis Vector (#7)

        The Gilded Disciple (#8)

        The Final Gambit (#9)

      

        

      
        The Frontier Saga (Science fiction)

        Descent into the Void (#1)

        Ashes of Empires (#2)

        Shattered Union (#3)

        Crucible of Victory (#4)

      

        

      
        Click the link of the book you’re interested in or visit stevepvincent.com to find your favourite retailer.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            JOIN STEVE P. VINCENT’S MAILING LIST

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Sign-up to Steve’s mailing list for news, new releases and special offers. It’s never spammy and you can unsubscribe at any time.

        

        To join, click HERE or visit stevepvincent.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT THE AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Steve P. Vincent is the USA Today Bestselling Author of the Jack Emery and Mitch Herron conspiracy thrillers, and the Frontier Saga science fiction series.

        

        Steve has a degree in political science, a thesis on global terrorism, a decade as a policy advisor and training from the FBI and Australian Army in his conspiracy kit bag.

        

        When he’s not writing, Steve enjoys whisky, sports and travel.

      

      

      

      
        
        You can contact Steve at all the usual places:

      

        

      
        stevepvincent.com

      

        

      
        steve@stevepvincent.com

      

      

      
        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

        [image: X (Twitter) icon] X (Twitter)

      

    

  

OEBPS/images/social-facebook-screen.png





OEBPS/images/break-dinkus-palatino-screen.png





OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





OEBPS/images/social-x-screen.png





OEBPS/images/vincent_herron_boxset_2.jpg
WISA TODAY BESTSELLER
STEVE P.VINCENT





