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Somewhere in the remote Highlands of Scotland
Christmas Eve, 2004
Just before the last crimson-purple glow of the falling sun dipped behind the mountains and nightfall spread over the glen, the stag appeared suddenly, silently, at the top of the rise. He stood there for a long moment, as still and poised as a statue, his head held nobly aloft and his magnificent twelve-point rack of antlers silhouetted against the streaks of fire in the sky.
The stag surveyed the wintry, bleak wilderness that stretched for miles in all directions. Two centuries since the last Scottish wolf had been hunted to extinction, this was his sanctuary, his only remaining natural predator being man. He was an old male, veteran of countless rutting conquests and fights, and age and experience had made him wily enough to avoid the few human beings who ventured up here into the wilderness. Confident that all was well, the stag gave a snort or two and moved on, in his unhurried way. He paused to nibble at a shrub, then disappeared over the next rise and was gone.
The man concealed in the gorse bushes watched the animal stride away over the brow of the hill. The old monarch of the glen had come within eight feet of him without sensing a human presence.
Ben Hope stood up and slowly emerged from his cover, careful not to leave a single broken twig as evidence he’d ever been here. For the last twenty minutes, the thicket of gorse had served him as an observation point from which he, too, had been surveying the unspoilt panorama that seemed to go on forever in all directions.
Unlike the deer, Ben Hope wasn’t scanning for predators. Because he was the predator.
But his hunt wasn’t for wild quarry. He was here today to stalk a very different and far more dangerous kind of prey. His prey was a man. A man he’d known for a long, long time, whom he’d thought he could count as a loyal comrade, if not a friend. A man who was one of the remote few he’d encountered in his life whom he considered possibly more accomplished in their chosen profession, more skilled, hence more lethal, than Ben himself.
Whether that was still true, time would soon tell.
*
A chill wind was blowing from the mountains as darkness fell, numbing his face. The icy rain that had lashed the glen all day long had finally cleared, and the moon was bright, dimmed every now and then by dull clouds that threatened to fill the sky and, if the conditions changed and the wind dropped, could signal possible heavy snowfall over the next few hours.
Ben frowned up at the sky and hoped that wouldn’t happen. It wasn’t the cold that concerned him, or the possibility of getting stranded out here in the middle of nowhere. Rather, it was the near-impossible challenge of moving over snowy terrain without leaving tracks. If tonight’s operation went as he thought – and feared – it might, then the repercussions would be swift, harsh and rigorous. The kind of men who would be sent out to scour every inch of ground for miles to search for evidence wouldn’t be easy to deceive. They’d be professional trackers with years of experience and exactly the same level of training as his own. Which was the highest level available anywhere on the planet. Ben was all too aware of the resources the opposition could unleash to catch him.
He tightened up the straps of his pack and kept moving. Night came fast this far north and so late in the year. He welcomed the darkness. It was his element and he felt protected by it.
He’d long ago learned to navigate by the stars, but in these conditions of alternating cloud and bright moonlight he opted for the handheld GPS tracking and digital compass unit he carried on his belt. To avoid the single road that cut through the valley, he had selected a route that would fishhook around the objective for about four miles and take him onto high ground to the northeast, where he would mount his final OP before moving in. Route selection was the first requirement of tactical movement. Night work was slower, but safer. You avoided pre-existing tracks, footpaths and human habitation at all cost. You made maximum use of natural cover, crossed open ground at its narrowest point, and then only after a careful scrutiny of the terrain. Hills were to be contoured some two-thirds up their slopes, in order to keep to the high ground wherever possible and at the same time minimise the risk of being silhouetted against the sky, should the cloud cover suddenly break.
These things had all been instilled so deeply in him that they came as naturally as walking and breathing. But never once, not even in his most sombre dreams, had he ever thought he’d one day find himself using such skills against the very same people who had taught them to him.
He was dressed in black from head to foot. Below the hem of his beanie hat, his face was camouflaged with burnt cork. When the clouds passed over the moon he was nothing more than a moving patch of black on black, invisible even to a fox. From time to time, when the cloud cover parted and the landscape glowed with the moonlight, he instinctively paused to check his background and ensure that he wasn’t outlined against the sky or casting a long, moving shadow that would be a giveaway to any potential spotter.
Only by constant vigilance was it possible to move totally undetected, and it was a skill at which he’d excelled since the earliest days of his SAS training. Nobody could see, hear or even smell him coming – literally. He’d left the cigarettes untouched for several days, so that the scent of tobacco smoke and aromatic tar couldn’t be carried on the wind to be picked up by a sensitive nose as much as quarter of a mile away. Before setting out he’d washed himself carefully with a neutral and odourless soap, for the same reason. Overcaution wasn’t in the SAS vocabulary. On covert missions into hostile enemy territory, where the smallest mistake could spell fatal disaster, even spicy foods had to be avoided for up to a week beforehand, to avoid telltale scents leaking out in your sweat.
And a mission into enemy territory was exactly what Ben was engaged in at this moment. A mission sanctioned, planned and carried out by him alone, and for which he would bear the sole responsibility if he failed, or was taken captive, or was killed. Any of which, when going up against an opponent like this one, was a very possible outcome.
With that in mind, he’d equipped himself as thoroughly as if he were on an official military operation. As carefully, too. The van in which he’d driven up through Scotland could never be traced to his name. The lightweight infra-red binoculars with laser rangefinder were the same model he’d carried on active duty. So were the silenced Browning nine-millimetre semiautomatic pistol strapped to his right thigh and the Heckler & Koch MP5 submachine gun with integral sound suppressor slung around his shoulder. Needless to say, he’d acquired the hardware without leaving any trails. The firepower was no kind of an overcaution, either. Ben would have been surprised if his target wasn’t similarly armed. Whatever happened tonight, if blood was spilled it would be done swiftly and quietly.
His preparations hadn’t stopped there. The soles of his boots were covered with rough, grippy leather pads that he had taped into place over the rubber to avoid leaving tread marks. The CTT combat tracker team would be able to tell from even the faintest partial print exactly what kind of boot the intruder had been wearing, and he wished to give them not even the smallest shred of evidence. For the same reason, the leather pads would prevent mud from getting into the treads, which might easily get scuffed against a rock and leave a telltale smear. SAS soldiers were taught that nothing could be allowed to leave a trace of their passing whilst on patrol behind enemy lines. If you had to piss, you did it in a special sealed container. If you had to do the other, you carried it with you in a bag inside your pack for the duration of the mission.
Another piece of equipment he’d fielded was a decidedly non-standard item. During the Malayan jungle campaign in the 1950s, one of the tricks employed by Communist guerrillas to evade British Army Ghurkha trackers had been to shoot a poor unsuspecting tiger and use one or more of its severed paws to print pugmarks over their own tracks in soft ground. Ben had obtained the deer’s foot a few days earlier, and was using it in the same painstaking fashion, step by step, to obliterate any tracks he left in the dirt. A true deer spoor couldn’t be replicated exactly that way, but by the time the trackers came, the prints would have been weathered enough by morning dew, rain and even sunlight to confuse them.
Hours passed. Inch by inch, mile by mile, pausing frequently to look and listen, he worked his way around the objective until, eventually, he reached the north-east point overlooking it from the high ground. There he used the cover of thick bushes to lie flat and scan the surrounding area with his night-vision binoculars, examining it in overlapping strips to study every detail.
The old stone house was all in darkness, except for a single light in a window on the first floor. It was a large and imposing property, all the more so for its remoteness, standing completely alone in the midst of the wilderness.
Based on Ben’s knowledge of his target, he didn’t expect the man to have company. That of the female variety, at any rate, could be ruled out with almost complete certainty. He was vociferous in his staunch dislike of women generally, partially resulting from, and partially the cause of, the unhappy endings of his four marriages. As for male company, he had no close friends of his own sex either. He was famously independent, curmudgeonly and unsociable, preferring his own solitary company to that of even a dog, let alone the family he’d never had, and was exactly the sort of person who would be inclined to spend Christmas alone up here in the big, rambling house in the middle of nowhere.
Nor did Ben expect the target to be expecting him. Seven years was a long time. Plenty long enough for guards to be dropped, and for guilty men to convince themselves they’d got away with it.
But Ben was being prudent nonetheless. This wasn’t a man to be taken lightly, not by him, not by anyone.
The target’s name was Liam Falconer. He was fifty-six years old, a career officer with three and a half decades of service. The last time Ben had seen him, six years earlier at his retirement ceremony in Hereford, he’d been slender and fit, sandy hair just beginning to turn silver at the temples. There was no reason to suppose he had changed a great deal physically from that day, when Ben had shaken his hand and thanked him sincerely for all he’d done for him. Soon after that, Falconer had moved to Scotland to live in peace and seclusion on his hundred-acre Highland estate and pursue his interests of grouse shooting and salmon fishing. His nearest neighbours, if indeed they had ever spoken to him, would have no idea of his real identity. Even less of an idea of what his job had been until March 1998, or the secret military world he had presided over for almost sixteen years – a world whose scope and true nature most ordinary people could barely begin to understand.
The reality was that men like Falconer never really retired; they just became more deeply, subtly embedded in the system that had formed them. There were always jobs for those kinds of men. Falconer belonged to that rare breed, possessed of a certain skill set and a certain mentality, who were far too precious to be allowed to spend the final decades of their lives gardening or vegetating in front of television sports. Their minds were their real asset, not their ability to jump out of helicopters and run up a mountain in full pack, or engage the enemy in battle, or stalk up to a sentry in absolute silence and unhesitatingly slit their throat with a razor-sharp killing knife. Those physical skills they might once have excelled at were just the very bottom rung of a ladder that went so high, it disappeared into the clouds. Only those who reached the top ever really knew what went on up there.
And Falconer had reached the top, the very top.
Because, prior to his retirement, Brigadier Liam Falconer CBE had been the head of Ben’s direct chain of command as the British military’s DSF, Director of UK Special Forces.
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These days, Ben Hope called himself a ‘freelance crisis response consultant’. It was a deliberately vague and euphemistic cover-all term for the kind of work he’d drifted into during the six months since quitting the SAS after too many long and brutal years.
The work he did now wasn’t any less dangerous, but someone had to do it. With the secrets of his past that still haunted him, his military skills, his flair for languages and his talent for undercover detective work, it hadn’t been long before he’d found himself drawn into the world of kidnap and ransom, safeguarding the victims of the billion-dollar business that preyed on innocent people and their loved ones. There was nothing Ben despised more than those who violated and exploited the weak and the defenceless.
Wherever there were people, and wherever those people had money, the kidnap and ransom business flourished. Along with warfare and prostitution, as a trade it was as old as human history itself and showed little sign of ever going away. In the modern age, K&R was expanding at an exponential rate year on year. As a result, his work carried him all over. Europe, North Africa, Central America, the Middle East, all the big hotspots.
Sometimes it didn’t take him so far from home. When the eleven-year-old daughter of a wealthy private cosmetic surgeon had been snatched from an exclusive private girls’ school outside London in early October that year and her parents had despaired of getting the kind of help they needed from the police, Ben had been privately contacted via the word-of-mouth networks. After agreeing to meet the girl’s father at a discreetly-chosen location, he’d jumped on a plane to London and been hired on the spot to sniff out contacts to trace a certain former nanny to the child who, it was suspected, might have colluded with a certain present boyfriend to snatch the girl as a sure-fire ticket to raising a million or two.
It wouldn’t have been the first such case in the world, and it wouldn’t be the last. These things happened all the time.
Chasing up leads, Ben had followed the trail to an all-night joint in one of the less salubrious districts of Peckham, where an old pal of the ex-nanny’s boyfriend was reported to hang out. Ben’s plan was to find him, lean on him a little and find out what he knew, but the guy hadn’t shown up.
Ben had been about to leave when he’d spotted the familiar face among the crowd thronging the bar. And the familiar face had spotted him in return. One of those chance events, just a flash in time, that can lead you to places you never could have guessed.
In retrospect, the seedy club was exactly the kind of place one might have expected to run into Jaco Lennox. The ex-Para had passed SAS selection a couple of years after Ben, in 1993, but Ben hadn’t known him well. The way the regiment operated, frequently working in small teams deployed overseas for months at a time, it was possible for men from different squadrons to cross paths only seldom. In Jaco Lennox’s case, Ben counted it as a blessing that he’d never had to work with the guy. Lennox had a reputation as a rough, brutal troublemaker. It had been said it was hard to tell which he loved most: women, whisky or war. All three had threatened to take him down on numerous occasions. And he was an unmanageable bastard, too. He’d been through more disciplinary scrapes and teetered on the edge of dismissal from the regiment more times than any other trooper Ben knew.
It therefore hadn’t come as much of a surprise to hear through the grapevine that Lennox had quit, just a couple of months after Ben himself had left. The circumstances of Lennox’s departure from the regiment had been shrouded in the usual military bureaucratic secrecy that usually indicated a little overfondness for the bottle, among other vices. The rumour mill had suggested much the same. It was amazing he’d stuck it for so long.
Ben hadn’t intended to stay long in his company that night. He didn’t like the guy any more than he enjoyed talking to a drunk, and Jaco was already slurring his words when they grabbed a corner table away from the music and the crowd. Just a quick drink or two was Ben’s plan, for old times’ sake. Chat, catch up, a few minutes of small talk, nothing too involved: then back to his hotel to work out his next move on the case. But the few minutes became an hour. Then two. By then, Jaco was too drunk to say much more.
Which didn’t matter. Because he’d already said plenty.
It hadn’t taken Ben long that night to realise that Jaco Lennox was a man struggling under the weight of an enormous burden. It wasn’t the drink, the drugs, the STDs or even the debts. He admitted to Ben what Ben could already clearly tell from his bloodshot eyes and pallid, shiny skin: that he hadn’t slept properly in weeks, months, even years, from the nightmares that kept him staring at the ceiling all night and haunted him throughout each day. He was falling apart mentally and emotionally. He was no longer fit for war; whisky no longer helped; and women would no longer touch him, other than those who might do so for cash in the hand – and he could no longer afford those.
Which was telling, in itself. Former SAS men could do very well for themselves in the security industries, especially overseas, where tax-free earnings flowed like water for experts with the right credentials. In terms of admitting its owner to an exclusive and top-paid élite, the winged dagger badge was better than the best first-class Oxford University degree. Even the least distinguished ex-soldier bearing that coveted stamp on his CV could, with a little networking, expect to pull down a handsome paycheque for the rest of his working life. But one look at a broken-down babbling wreck like Jaco Lennox, and prospective employers were shying away. He hadn’t landed a job since quitting the army.
What it was that made Lennox open up the way he did, Ben would never know for sure. It was obvious he was a man wrestling with a secret that was bursting to get out, but Ben wasn’t sure if Lennox’s long and detailed confession was motivated purely by deep-seated shame and the need to talk to someone, or whether it was just the drink loosening his tongue. Either way, it didn’t matter. After years in the SAS, Ben had thought nothing could shock or surprise him any longer.
He was wrong.
The story Jaco Lennox told him was seven years old. It was one everybody in the world already knew. Or thought they did. Very few people would have been willing to even contemplate the reality of the version Lennox revealed to Ben that night. Not even Ben himself.
*
He didn’t really believe it at first. Lennox must be out of his mind, or must have frazzled his brain down to the size of a grape with coke and crystal meth and LSD. Ben worked over a thousand possible explanations, each crazier and more improbable than the last – but he was willing to accept almost anything rather than what Lennox had confessed to him. It was easier to dismiss the whole thing, put it out of his head and get on with the job at hand.
Which was what Ben had duly done, ploughing every ounce of energy he had into tracking the missing girl, following up more leads, kicking down doors and dealing with the situation the only way he knew how, and as only he could.
Two weeks later, the case was happily resolved, the kid was safely back in the arms of her parents, and the ex-nanny who, it turned out, had indeed hatched the plan to kidnap her for ransom had been anonymously delivered into the hands of the police (who hadn’t themselves managed to unravel a single lead). The ex-nanny’s boyfriend had been less fortunate. Which had been his own choice, and his own undoing. His first mistake had been to get involved in the first place. His second mistake had been not to cut and run before Ben got to him. The exact details of his demise would never be known. Nor would his remains ever be found, except, perhaps, by the fish that lived in one of England’s biggest and deepest quarry lakes.
Ben only collected payment for his services from those who could well afford them. With the money in his pocket, no further employment offers to chase up, and the things Jaco Lennox had confessed to him still just an unpleasant question mark in his mind, he’d returned to his rambling home on the windswept west coast of Ireland.
There he’d done what he always did in his downtime: cracked open a fresh bottle of Laphroaig single malt, let himself be fussed and nannied by Winnie, his housekeeper, gone for long lonely walks on the beach and smoked and gazed out at the cold implacable ocean and waited for the next call to rouse him back to action. Sooner or later, usually sooner, there was always another call.
When the call had come, it hadn’t been quite what Ben might have expected.
‘Did ye hear the news, laddie?’ said the familiar gruff voice. No “Hello Ben, how are you doing?” No “It’s been a while; what are you up to these days?” But then, his old regimental pal Boonzie McCulloch had always been known for getting right to the point.
‘What news?’ For all Ben knew, England might have been invaded, or London totally flattened in a nuclear blast. He didn’t watch TV, didn’t buy any newspapers. Life on the Galway coast got a little isolated at times. That was how Ben liked it.
‘Lennox is deid.’ Boonzie had long ago retired to live in Italy, but he would take the Glaswegian accent to his grave.
‘Jaco Lennox?’ As if it could have been anyone else.
‘They found the fucker hangin’ from a tree in Epping Forest. Topped hisself.’
Ben wasn’t entirely surprised to hear it. But he could tell from Boonzie’s tone, and the pregnant pause that followed, that there was going to be more to the story. He could almost visualise the knowing look on the grizzled old wardog’s whiskery face.
‘At least,’ Boonzie added cryptically, ‘that’s what we’re told.’
‘Meaning what?’
‘Meaning, there’re certain details left oot. Such as the fact that said stiff managed to cuff his ain haunds behind his back and put two boolits in his heid before he stretched his neck. Looks like our Jaco must’ve made some bad acquaintances. Guid riddance, if ye ask me. He had it comin’ a long time.’
‘Would it be too much to ask how you came by this information, Boonzie?’
Another low chuckle. ‘Och, let’s just say someone in CID owed me a wee favour.’ Which was all Ben would ever get out of Boonzie, and he didn’t press the matter. Soon afterwards, they hung up the phone. Boonzie went back to his peaceful retirement, and Ben went for another walk on the beach.
*
For three days afterwards, Ben struggled to reconcile the news of Lennox’s sorry end with what the dead man had revealed to him that night in Peckham. There were suicides, and there were ‘suicides’. Some more discreet than others. But always for a reason. And when certain people went to certain lengths to make sure certain secrets were kept that way, in Ben’s experience it tended to suggest that those secrets were, however unbelievable, however unthinkable, most probably true.
That was why, at dawn on the fourth day, Ben said ‘Fuck it’ and grabbed his bag and was off again. He couldn’t stand it any longer. He needed to find out for himself.
Yet back then in late October, it had all seemed too impossible, too monstrous. Even to him, the man who couldn’t sleep at night because of the things he’d done in the course of what he had once considered his duty, his profession, his calling. ‘Queen and country’, they called it. He’d often thought about that expression, and had eventually come to decide it was a misnomer, for two reasons. Firstly, Ben very much doubted whether the Queen of England, or for that matter whoever might succeed her, or any modern-day reigning monarch, or for that matter again any ruler figure whose face and name were known to the public, knew half of what really went on in the dirty, bloody world of international politics and the conflicts it gave rise to. Secondly, the unsuspecting public who made up the vast majority of the country knew, or were allowed to know, even less. So, by logical deduction, it was clear that these activities were not carried out either for Queen, or for country, or on their behalf, with their consent or even with their knowledge. They went on purely in order to further the agenda of those few, those invisible and nameless few, who held the only true power – not just on a national level, but a global level.
In his thirty-three years, many of those spent fighting to protect the interests of those powers, Ben had seen enough, learned enough, deduced enough, to know that the only truths worth knowing in this world were those kept carefully hidden behind a smokescreen. Nothing else was real. Not governments, not elected representatives, not nations, not democracy. Everything the public saw, or was allowed to see, was an illusion.
And everything the public heard, or was allowed to hear, was a lie.
These people even lied to their own.
And so, when it came to information of the kind that Jaco Lennox had spilled to him, it was easy to understand the motive of the secret keepers. Easy to understand why they’d do anything, everything in their power to prevent loose tongues from wagging. The alternative was simply not an option.
Ben could understand it, but he couldn’t forgive it. If Lennox’s story was true – if even a quarter of it was true – this one went way too far off the scale for that.
Two months and a lot of miles later, Ben now believed he’d covered as many angles and dug up as much evidence as he needed. He was ninety-five percent certain that what he’d uncovered, however disconcerting, was more than just the booze-addled ramblings of a worthless former soldier on the edge of mental breakdown.
That was the reason why he was here tonight, prepared to do whatever it took to press the final truth from a man he had once admired and respected with all his heart.
And then, if Ben’s worst fears were proven right, he would have no choice but to kill that man.
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It was late now. The temperature was dropping fast and frost was forming on the heather as Ben lay hidden in his observation point, scanning every inch of the house and buildings through his binoculars. The single light in the upstairs window stayed on, casting a dull glow across the front yard, but he saw no movement from within. Nothing stirred. The only sound was the low whistle of the night wind across the glen. It was chilling him down steadily, beginning to bite through his clothes, and he knew he’d have to get moving before he started going numb. The first serious sign of hypothermia kicking in was a dulling of the mental faculties. That was something Ben couldn’t afford to happen here tonight.
After thirty minutes of observing, Ben finally emerged from his observation point and began the slow, painstaking final approach down the hillside and across the open ground towards the house. From here on in was the time of maximum danger, where he would be the most vulnerable to being spotted. The lie of the land was extremely exposed, not a tree or a bush or a rise behind which he could hide until he reached the stone wall that surrounded the property.
The wall was some fifty yards from the house at its nearest point, forming a wide rectangle that was completely closed off apart from the pillared double gateway in front. A beaten-earth track that served as a driveway led for sixty yards in a straight line right up to the main entrance. There was nothing between the gates and the house except a stone stable block converted into a long, low garage, slightly off to the left, and a barn to the right, both half-lost in shadow. To use either building as cover, he would still have to cross a good stretch of open ground in full view of the house’s dark windows. He didn’t like it much. If a powerful torch beam or security floodlight should suddenly blaze into life, he’d be caught in it like a lamped rabbit. But his instinct told him that wasn’t going to happen. Everything he’d seen so far convinced him that the element of surprise was in his favour.
Ben didn’t know it then, but that was a deadly mistake.
He reached the wall ten yards to the left of the gates and skirted along its edge, his footsteps crunching lightly on the frosty grass. He paused at the thick stone gate pillar to check his weaponry one last time before stepping up to the gates.
The black iron bars gleamed dully in the faint glow from the lit-up window sixty yards away. They were unchained. Ben ran his eye up their length, all the way up to the spikes at the top, looking for a security system that would sound off the moment he tried to open them. But there was nothing. He took a deep breath, gently placed a gloved hand against the bars of the left-side gate and gave a push.
The gate swung open a couple of feet, smoothly and silently. It was very much like Liam Falconer to keep his hinges well oiled. And to Ben, it was another small sign that his visit wasn’t expected. He stepped through the gap and started walking, very slowly, up the beaten-earth driveway. Fifty yards from the house. Step by step, thinking about tripwires, alarm mines, motion sensors, infra-red security cameras.
Forty-five yards from the house. He paused. Watched. Everything was still. The angles of the roof and the four chimney stacks were darkly silhouetted against the sky, their lines traced here and there by silver moonlight. The single lit upstairs window cast an amber shaft of illumination across the yard. Ben strained his ears for any sound of movement from the house. The scrape of a dark window opening. The cocking of a gun. The bark of a dog.
Nothing. He kept moving. Forty yards from the house. Thirty-five. He was almost level with the side of the garage block to his left. He paused again.
And froze.
He could still neither see nor hear anything except the whisper of the wind and the soft thud of his own heartbeat. But he could smell something.
Cigarette smoke. Just a trace of it on the cold night air. Faint, but unmistakeable.
Unless there had been a dramatic reversal in his habits, Liam Falconer didn’t touch tobacco. Wouldn’t have the stuff in the house.
With a rush of apprehension, Ben suddenly realised he’d been wrong in assuming that Falconer was alone here tonight. Very wrong. He quickly sidestepped off the drive and ran for cover towards the side of the garage.
And a dark shape charged out of the shadows to meet him.
The knife blade was black and dull and reflected no light, because it was a military killing knife designed for use in fast, brutal covert raids where speed and surprise were essential. Ben sensed it coming as the rushing figure closed in on him. He heard its sharp point whip through the air, slicing towards his throat. He ducked out of its swing, blocked the arm that was holding it and lashed out with his boot. Felt his heel connect in a solid impact. Heard the muted grunt of pain and the crunch of a kneecap.
The attacker went down on his back and a wheezing gasp burst from his mouth as the air was knocked out of him. Ben went straight down after him, pinning the knife arm to the ground and ramming the butt end of his submachine gun hard into the man’s face. Then again. He twisted the knife out of the man’s gloved hand. Grabbed him by the neck and dragged him a yard along the ground, to where the shaft of light from the house shone past the side of the garage.
The man’s face was streaming with blood and his nose and teeth were broken, but at a glance Ben saw he wasn’t Liam Falconer. He was twenty years younger, rough-featured, his cheeks mottled from standing outside a long time in the cold on guard duty. He was heavily wrapped up in a military parka and a fur-lined hunter cap. His eyes fluttered, then opened wide and he lunged up at Ben as if to head-butt him. Ben smashed him in the throat with the edge of his left hand, then clamped it over the man’s bloody mouth. With his right hand he drove the long, slim blade of the killing knife down hard, punching though the heavy coat, between the man’s ribs and deep into his heart. It was over for him.
But it wasn’t over for Ben.
The chatter of a silenced machine carbine set to fully-automatic fire was a sound designed to be lost among the ambient noise of a jungle or urban environment. Out here in the dead stillness of the Scottish glens it ripped the night air like the buzz of a chainsaw.
Even as the bullets were still in the air, Ben was moving. He dived away from the dead guard and hit the ground and rolled around the edge of the garage. The bullets thunked into the hard earth and cracked off the wall. Splinters of stone stung his face. He rolled over twice more and then sprang up to his feet just as the dark shape of the shooter appeared around the other side of the garage, fifteen feet away. Ben could see the glint of steel and the flash of his eyes and his feet braced wide apart in a combat stance as he drew his weapon up to fire. Ben was quicker. He had to be. He clamped the butt of the MP5 against his hip and let off a burst that stitched a line diagonally across the man’s torso before he could touch his trigger. The shooter let out a grunt and crumpled to the ground like a sack of washing.
Ben felt the wetness cooling on the side of his face from where the flying stone splinters had opened up his cheek. He didn’t bother to check the cut, just as he didn’t bother to check the second dead man on the ground. He already knew it wouldn’t be Falconer, either.
Lights were coming on inside the house as whoever else was inside was alerted by the shooting. Ben wasn’t worried about losing the element of surprise, because you couldn’t lose what you’d never had to begin with. He realised now that Falconer had been expecting him after all. Ben cursed himself for his stupidity. It had almost cost him his life. It might yet.
Ben thought, Fuck it, and sprinted for the front entrance. He shouldered his way in through the door. Light was coming from up a passage beyond the wide entrance hall, gleaming off heavy oak furniture and stone floors. The walls were thick and craggy.
Movement up ahead. A door swinging shut as someone quickly retreated back through the house, too fast for Ben to see his face – but it was a tall, lean man who could have been Liam Falconer. Ben chased after the retreating figure. Heard the loud crack of an unsilenced pistol and ducked as a mirror shattered a foot from his head. He let off another stream of fire at the closing door. The bullets punched through the solid wood.
He kept running. He reached the door and grasped the handle and wrenched it open. The inside of the door was tattered from where the bullets had torn through. Splinters littered the floor; a single spent .45 pistol cartridge casing rolled across the slate flagstones.
Nobody there. Ben paused, heart thumping, senses jangling. The air was heavy with the scent of fresh cordite and the trickle of gunsmoke that oozed from the muzzle of his weapon’s silencer.
He thought he heard uneven footsteps racing away, around the corner where the stone-floored passage twisted ninety degrees out of sight. He went after the sound. Framed oil paintings and Scottish broadswords and ancient flintlock fowling pieces and hunting trophies hung on the walls, the mounted antlers throwing spiky shadows down the corridor. Ben reached the bend in the passage and felt something slippery underfoot. He looked down and saw the bright red blood splats glistening on the dark flagstones. There was a trail of it. One or more of his bullets had certainly hit home, but his target was only wounded and still on the move.
Ben spent a second too long looking down at the blood.
Something moved behind him, coming out of the shadows. He whirled round and ducked simultaneously, catching his gun against the wall and letting it drop as the blast of a gunshot filled his ears like a bomb going off. The muzzle of the black combat shotgun was just feet away, swivelling towards him for a second shot as he lunged to grab hold of the weapon’s barrel before it could blow his head off. His ears were ringing and he was disorientated from the huge twelve-gauge blast in his ears, but if he didn’t move fast he was a dead man.
The struggle was short, intense and vicious. Ben’s gloved fist closed on the shotgun. He gripped it tightly and twisted it away from his face and thrust it backwards with all the violence he could muster, trying to unbalance the attacker who’d just almost managed to kill him. The shotgun butt slammed against the man’s collarbone and Ben felt the snap resonate through the length of the weapon as it broke. There was no time to turn the gun on his attacker. No time to draw his own pistol, no time to do anything except hurl himself at the guy in a wild exchange of strike, block, strike, block, kick and punch and head-butt and elbow and gouge. Ben’s opponent was strong and young and well-trained. It was hand-to-hand brutality in its purest form for several seconds, and it could have gone either way until Ben landed an elbow strike against his enemy’s smashed collarbone that produced a sharp scream of agony. The man staggered back a step and Ben hit him with a pincer punch to the throat that collapsed his windpipe. Disabled and choking and clawing at his neck to try to get air that would never come, the man crashed to the floor. Ben grabbed a heavy brass candlestick from a side table and upended it like a short axe and pounded its circular base into the man’s skull until he stopped thrashing and became inert.
Ben tossed away the bloody candlestick and leaned against the wall, panting hard. He closed his eyes for a few moments until he got his breath back and his hands stopped shaking. He was numb from all the blows he’d absorbed on his chest and arms, but he knew there’d be plenty of pain in his short-term future. If he lived that long. Falconer was still somewhere in the house.
Ben limped back to retrieve his fallen weapon. He picked up the blood trail again and started following it through the house. Nobody else tried to kill him. Not yet.
The further it went, the more the blood trail thickened. The zigzag of splashes and smears led Ben past doorways and rooms to a downward flight of stone steps. At the bottom of the steps was another door, heavy oak, with ancient iron hinges. A bloody hand was printed on the wood. More smears were on the old iron handle.
Ben opened the door slowly and tentatively, ready to shoot. The steps continued downwards into what he realised was not a basement, as he’d first thought, but a wine cellar, with a bare concrete floor and dim lighting from naked bulbs suspended on their wires from the arched ceiling. Ben descended the steps. The cellar smelled of damp. It was richly stocked with hundreds of bottles stored vertically on tall wooden racks. A connoisseur’s collection, labels faded and mildewed with age, the dark green bottles all dusty and venerable.
The blood trail snaked over the concrete floor, between the wine racks to where it terminated in a spreading pool in a corner. In the middle of the pool, sitting slumped against the wall with his legs splayed out in front of him, his chest heaving, his head lolling on his shoulder with a grimace of pain etched on his lean face, was Brigadier Liam Falconer CBE, former Director of UK Special Forces.
‘You shot me,’ he breathed.
Ben looked at him. Falconer stared back, his teeth slightly bared, like a trapped wild animal. His right hand fingers were still loosely curled around the handle of his Colt 1911 automatic pistol, but he could no longer raise it. His right arm was broken and useless, the sleeve of his white shirt almost black with blood. His left hand was clamped to the more severe wound in his stomach, the one most of the blood was coming from. Penetrating a solid oak door wiped some velocity off a nine-millimetre bullet. But not enough to prevent it from doing real damage to anyone who might be standing on the other side.
‘You’re not looking so good, Liam,’ Ben said, walking up to him. He kicked the .45 auto from Falconer’s hand. It clattered across the concrete floor, far out of the wounded man’s reach. Ben stepped back again. Falconer was in serious trouble. But he was also probably one of the hardest men to kill that Ben had ever known. It wouldn’t have been a good idea to get too complacent, or too close.
Falconer laughed, then broke into a cough. He spat. The spit came out red. ‘Benedict Hope.’
Ben shook his head. ‘Come on. You know I hate being called Benedict. By the way, your guard dogs are dead. It’s just you and me now.’
‘Why are you here, Major?’ Falconer tried to move, and his face clouded with pain. He winced.
‘Don’t call me that either. Just Ben will do fine. And I think you know why I’m here. I came to find out if what I’ve heard is true.’
Falconer glared up at him through eyes narrowed to slits. ‘I have no idea what you’re talking about. You broke into my house. You killed my men. What the hell are you playing at, Hope? Is what true?’
‘Don’t waste time you don’t have,’ Ben said. ‘You should have guessed that Operation Solitaire would catch up with you, sooner or later. You’ve had seven years to atone for it. Have you?’
‘Operation what?’
‘You heard me,’ Ben said.
‘I heard you. I’m not aware of any mission of that name.’
‘Then let me be a little more specific, to refresh your memory,’ Ben said. ‘Twenty-three minutes after midnight on the last day of August, 1997. The Pont de l’Alma road tunnel on the banks of the Seine River, in Paris. I was in Bosnia at that time, chasing down war criminals. Where were you? Did you oversee the operation in person, or did you just run things from a cosy little office somewhere?’
Falconer pressed his left hand more tightly against his stomach. Blood leaked out from between his fingers. He groaned. ‘I won’t talk.’
‘Yes, you will. Because I don’t take silence for an answer. And because you’re a dying man. If you don’t get to a hospital, that bullet in your belly is going to make you bleed to death. You don’t have very long, so you’d best get started.’
‘Don’t be a fool,’ Falconer said. ‘Do yourself a favour and walk away now. Call me an ambulance on your way out. No reprisals. It’s over.’
Ben took another step closer. ‘We’ve gone from “I don’t remember” to “no comment” to “let’s make a deal”. So far, I’m not hearing any hot denials.’
Falconer spat again. Redder this time. ‘Would it do me any good?’
‘None whatsoever,’ Ben said.
‘What if I were to plead my case? Lay out the evidence to prove to you that whatever it is you think we did, you’re making a huge mistake?’
Ben shook his head. ‘I’m not here to listen to more evidence, Liam. The official version of events has become a matter of historical record now. If they ever open another inquest, it’ll be just the same old rubber stamp job. As far as anyone’s concerned, you got away with it. And as for the Increment, they never existed.’
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The Increment. Inside the secretive walls-within-walls of UK Special Forces, Ben had always believed they were more myth than legend. What the verifiable facts said was . . . nothing. Because nothing about the Increment was, ever had been, or ever would be, verifiable. What the rumours said, and had repeated persistently for years, was that the Increment was the name given to an ultra-covert black ops organisation that worked invisibly under the auspices of the British Ministry of Defence, so low in profile as to be known only to an élite core of individuals. It was whispered that the unit was composed of secretly-selected recruits from the Special Air Service, Special Boat Service and MI6, and existed to provide military and intelligence services of the kind that could quickly and easily be denied by officialdom, in the event of such covert operations becoming compromised.
In other words, the Increment was an illegal paramilitary assassination team. Employing only a certain breed of operative, possessed of the necessary qualities above and beyond those of normal Special Forces soldiers. Above and beyond, not in terms of their physical or mental ability, but in terms of their moral flexibility and willingness to accept missions so dirty that normal men couldn’t be asked to carry them out, or trusted not to speak out in protest at what they were being asked to do. For that reason, the very existence of the Increment was kept hidden even from the closest comrades of the men within it.
That was, if you bought into the rumours. Ben never had, because wild speculation and crazy conspiracy stories had forever buzzed around the closed world of SF like flies trying to land on a foil-wrapped turd.
But now he knew differently.
Falconer coughed. He wiped red from the corner of his mouth. The colour was arterial bright. ‘Who said they did exist?’ he rasped.
‘Jaco Lennox did,’ Ben replied. ‘He was one of them. You should never have trusted him, Liam. The problem with hiring men of loose morals is that they tend to have large appetites. To keep them happy, you have to pay them a hell of a lot. But the likes of Jaco Lennox don’t believe in stashing it away for a rainy day. Once he’d drunk himself into a hole and the money ran out, you should have known that he’d fall apart. He was a loser who was guaranteed to burn out and start blowing his mouth off. If it had been me, I’d have kept a closer watch over him.’
Falconer let out a bitter, resigned-sounding laugh, and his shoulders sagged. ‘We had our suspicions. But we couldn’t mount constant surveillance. We didn’t have the resources.’
Another piece of the puzzle slotted into place in Ben’s mind. It was all beginning to make sense.
‘I wasn’t the only one Lennox blabbed to, was I? Talking to me was what broke the dam. My guess is that soon afterwards, he started making calls. And I’m also guessing that MI6 were listening in. That’s when they realised Lennox was going into serious meltdown and drinking heavily. How were they to know who he might talk to next? What if he went to the media? What if some idealistic reporter locked him down and sobered him up and got the whole story out of him? It would have been unsurvivable. He had to be silenced before the worst happened. Another little job for the Increment. How am I doing so far?’
Falconer said nothing. Which was the same as saying everything. Ben knew he was right.
‘A drunk like Lennox couldn’t have been hard to pick up. The usual method. A dark street, no witnesses. One guy comes up to ask the time. The other steps up behind and puts a bag over his head. Then they cuffed and stuffed him into a van, drove him out into Epping Forest, popped two in his head for good measure and then strung him up with his hands still tied. Not the neatest job in the world, was it?’
‘I had nothing to do with it,’ Falconer protested.
‘Of course not. You’re retired,’ Ben said. ‘Now, I’d imagine that before they killed him, they pressed him to find out who he’d already been talking to. I’m guessing he confessed that he’d spilled his guts to someone from the regiment. Hence the guard dogs. You were expecting trouble. But you didn’t know who was coming, or else you’d have made damn sure you got to them first. My guess is, the night I met Lennox he was so pissed he couldn’t remember afterwards who it was. Am I right?’
Falconer gave a weary sigh. He slowly closed his eyes, then reopened them. Something rattled in his throat. ‘We narrowed it down a list of four potential names,’ he said, after a beat.
‘Was I on the list?’
Falconer nodded. ‘We knew that if it was you, you wouldn’t take it lightly. A team was dispatched to Ireland to look for you, but you weren’t at home.’
‘I’m a restless soul,’ Ben said. ‘What about the other three? You’d better not tell me they’ve come to any harm.’
‘Still watching them,’ Falconer said quietly.
‘So then you decided to post your guys here and wait. Nice work, Liam. You’ve got a great big guilty sign hanging around your neck. Just as I thought.’
‘You know damn all,’ Falconer said, his anger flaring up. ‘You’re shooting in the dark with only the ravings of a drunken idiot to go on.’
‘Not quite,’ Ben said. Not taking his eyes off Falconer for a second, he tore open the Velcro fastener of one of the pockets of his black combat jacket. He slipped out a slim package wrapped in waterproof plastic. Inside were four glossy 9x13 photographic prints. He drew one of them out and flicked it into Falconer’s lap. Falconer hesitated, then slowly peeled his left hand away from his stomach and reached down to pick it up. When he did it, Ben could see the fresh blood leaking from the bullet hole in his abdomen. Falconer must have been in terrible pain.
The photo was of a white car, a boxy, no-frills hatchback. It was parked on grass with trees in the background. The angle of the shot showed that it had French number plates.
‘Fiat Uno,’ Ben said. ‘Familiar to you?’
Falconer tossed the photo on the floor, where it landed in the pool of blood and started absorbing red. ‘I don’t remember having seen it before,’ he murmured, exhausted from the movement. His energy was steadily ebbing away.
‘Neither does its former owner,’ Ben said. ‘That’s because he’s been dead for four years. His name was James Andanson. You knew him, didn’t you, Liam?’
Falconer stared at Ben but said nothing.
‘Need me to jog your memory again?’ Ben said. ‘Andanson was a photographer. A very successful, very wealthy photographer. Born in England, lived in France. Aged fifty-four when he died. He made his money hounding a lot of silly famous people all over the world to sell his snaps to the press. Personally, why anyone would want to pay to see those kinds of pictures is a mystery. Celebrity gossip never was my thing and I don’t read the papers. But I do know that Andanson was in the Pont de l’Alma road tunnel that night. And I also know that he wasn’t just your regular lens hound. Once upon a time, or so I’ve been told, he served a spell in the Territorial SAS. Later on he worked as an informer and freelance agent for MI6 and French Intelligence. Some might even go so far as to claim he was working for the Increment. That sounds about right to me.’
‘You’re insane, Hope.’
Ben smiled darkly. ‘I must be. What a way to spend your Christmas Eve.’ He drew another photo from the plastic wrap. It showed another car. This time, a black BMW saloon. It was parked in a clearing in a forest, dappled sunlight filtering through the foliage. The car was a burned-out wreck, sitting on bare rims, its glass streaked with soot, most of the plastic trim shrivelled away to a crisp. The fire had been so hot that it had melted the paint down to the bare metal in places. The forest floor around the car was scorched black.
‘Seems like working for the Increment must be a stressful occupation,’ Ben said. ‘Judging by the suicide rate among its members. Jaco Lennox wasn’t the first, was he?’
Again, Ben spun the photo into Falconer’s lap. Again, Falconer just gave the picture a momentary glance before he silently discarded it.
Ben said, ‘That was the car James Andanson owned at the time he killed himself in May 2000, in woodland near Montpellier, four hundred miles from his home in Nant. Did a pretty thorough job of it, too, just like Jaco Lennox. It took a month for the French police to identify him from dental records. Some people take pills, others slit their veins in the bath, others jump off cliffs or under trains. Seems that our man Andanson drove hundreds of miles into the middle of the sticks, with no ignition keys anywhere on his person or in the car, then doused himself with twenty litres of petrol from jerrycans he’d bought en route. After he’d emptied the lot, he fastened his seatbelt and locked the car doors. Still with no keys. Then he shot himself twice in the head, then torched the car from the outside, with himself locked in it.’ Ben smiled grimly. ‘Now that shows some kind of ability, even for a former Territorial SAS guy. Wouldn’t you say so, Brigadier?’
‘There’s no evidence of any of that.’
‘Of course not. At least, none that would be admitted to an official investigation. Maybe that’s why the coroner decided to write it up as suicide. Or maybe someone just paid him to. We’ll never know, will we? I tried to find the coroner who signed off on the body, but it turns out the guy died of cancer last year. Shame.’
Ben took out the third photograph and tossed it down for Falconer to see. ‘But this guy here had some interesting things to say.’ The photo was of a white male, forties, receding dark hair and sunglasses.
‘His name is Christophe Pelât,’ Ben said. ‘He’s a fireman who works in Montpellier, and he and his crew were the first to arrive at the scene of Andanson’s burnt-out car. Now he lives in fear. When I tracked him down at his home, he had the strangest notion that I was an assassin come to shoot him. Then when he realised I wasn’t, he became a little more amenable. He confirmed that even though the body was heavily charred, to the point of being virtually unrecognisable, he was certain that the victim had been shot at least once in the head, and probably twice.’
‘That’s all just hearsay and speculation,’ Falconer said. He broke into another fit of coughing that doubled him up in agony.
‘Maybe so,’ Ben said, taking the fourth and final photo from the plastic wrap. ‘I wonder what this man would have to say about that.’ Once more, he tossed the picture at Falconer. Once more, Falconer barely looked at it.
‘Actually, he probably wouldn’t say too much,’ Ben said. ‘Not any more. Because guess what? He’s dead too. His name was Frédéric Dard. He was a French crime novelist who lived in Switzerland. Famous one, too. Wrote more than three hundred books, sold hundreds of millions of the damn things. I tried to read one of them, on the plane back from France. I thought it was trash, but what do I know?’
‘Is there a point to any of this?’ Falconer grated. ‘I’m bleeding here.’
‘Oh, there is,’ Ben said. ‘As it turns out, Dard wasn’t just interested in writing fiction. He and Andanson were friends, and they’d been talking about co-writing a book about what really happened in that tunnel in Paris seven years ago. They were going to blow the lid off the whole thing. Except it never happened, and it never will. Dard died just five weeks after his would-be co-author. Heart attack.’ Ben smiled. ‘Tell me, Liam. Are the CIA and MI6 boys still using poison to induce fatal cardiac arrest, or have they come up with fancier methods since the Cold War?’
‘You’re talking rubbish,’ Falconer snapped. ‘Not a shred of this bullshit is conclusive in any way.’
‘You’re right,’ Ben said. ‘The Increment always cover their tracks well. Just like they did that August in Paris. Who’s going to remember the traces of white paint on the wreck, from Andanson’s Fiat? Nobody who matters. Just like nobody’s going to bring up the testimony of the witnesses who claimed they saw a bright flash from inside the tunnel, a second before the accident happened. The real evidence was removed, along with the debris on the road and the CCTV footage that was never recorded because someone turned off the cameras. The rest was all buried under a ton of disinformation. All the carefully-orchestrated grandstanding and finger-pointing. The wild conspiracy theories. The royals did it. The French did it. Terrorists did it. Aliens from outer space did it. The blood samples that may or may not have been fiddled to show the driver was drunk. The debates about whether she was pregnant. All whitewash. All the usual weapons of mass distraction. You dump enough conflicting information on the public, pretty soon everyone’s head is spinning so badly that nobody even cares any more. You and your Secret Service pals had it all so neatly sewn up. Nobody would have known anything for sure. Except you left out the one key witness who could sink the lot of you. It was a bad mistake, Liam. You should have had someone put a bullet in Jaco Lennox the morning after Operation Solitaire.’
Falconer was silent for a long time. The blood pool was spreading wider on the floor. The front of his shirt and his trousers were saturated and slick with it.
Finally he breathed, ‘Lennox told you everything, didn’t he?’
Ben nodded. ‘Yes, he did. He told me every last detail of what you all did that night.’
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Ben related it all back to Falconer as Jaco Lennox had told it to him, leaving out the heaving sighs, the drunken sobbing and the long, vacant pauses that had punctuated his account. Lennox might have been half shot away from booze and sleeplessness, but the facts had all been there, sharp, clear, forever branded into his memory from seven years of torment.
The black Mercedes with its three passengers had left from a rear exit of the Paris Ritz Hotel at twenty minutes after midnight on August 31st, 1997. Its driver, who had been under surveillance by Increment operatives the whole evening, was known to have consumed only a very modest quantity of alcohol that night and was certainly not drunk. That was of no importance to the Increment. The fix was in.
As Lennox had confirmed, the car had been a last-minute replacement from the one originally intended. The reason for the switch had been in order for covert agents to carry out enough subtle sabotage to the brakes for them to fail at speed. In order to ensure that the driver would keep his foot down, the Mercedes was pursued by Increment operatives on motorcycles, posing as paparazzi. One of the motorcycle pillion passengers was in constant radio contact with the driver of a white Fiat Uno that was already hovering on standby close to the entrance to the Pont de l’Alma road tunnel, not far away. The Fiat’s driver wasn’t alone. Andanson’s backseat passenger was another Increment operative, Jaco Lennox.
The Mercedes sped across the Place de la Concorde, then along the river embankment, and at twenty-three minutes past midnight entered the short underpass from which it would never emerge in one piece.
As the larger car approached the mouth of the tunnel, the pursuing motorcycles slackened off their speed and fell back, as prearranged. The white Fiat accelerated into position with the Mercedes coming up fast behind it. Just as the driver of the Mercedes went to overtake, the Fiat suddenly swerved into its path and a blinding white flash of light exploded from its rear window.
Directed-energy weapons known as dazzlers had first been designed for military use, as a so-called ‘non-lethal option’ with multiple potential applications. They did exactly what their name implied, which was to emit a high-energy flash of light at the precise wavelength most able to cause temporary blindness and disorientation to the target. Versions capable of causing instant permanent blindness had been developed also, and despite being banned by a UN protocol, were still sometimes used. The model issued to Jaco Lennox for Operation Solitaire was a STEALTH optical distraction device with a range of up to a thousand metres, effective even through tinted glass.
From less than a car’s length away, it was devastating.
The driver of the Mercedes never stood a chance. Blinded and panicked, his natural instinct was to stamp down hard on the brake; perhaps if it hadn’t been for the sabotage done to the braking system beforehand, the car might have been able to scrub off enough speed to prevent such a dreadful crash.
But the Mercedes failed to slow. It glanced off the rear of the Fiat, which skidded harmlessly to one side and accelerated away as the Mercedes spun wildly out of control. Fractions of a second later, it came to a sickening, crunching halt against one of the tunnel’s reinforced concrete roof support pillars.
The rest of the story was history. The operation was a resounding success. The white Fiat and its two occupants would somehow be erased from the official version of events.
‘I couldn’t believe it to begin with,’ Ben said. ‘But now you’ve given me the final proof that I needed, and I know that what Lennox told me was the truth. She was an assassination target for the Increment. The other two who died that night were just collateral damage.’
With all the cards on the table, Falconer knew there was no longer any point in pretending.
‘For God’s sake, man. What choice did we have? Don’t you think, if there had been any other way, we would have jumped at the chance? It’s not as if she wasn’t warned. MI6 told her over and over again to stop meddling in things she didn’t understand. She just wouldn’t listen.’
Ben looked at him. ‘Is that a yes? I confess? We did it?’
Blood bubbled from between Falconer’s teeth and his voice was raspy and thick. ‘The woman was a threat. Have you any idea how much it cost the country in loss of revenues when the landmines were banned, thanks to that interfering pea-brained bitch and her little band of do-gooders?’
‘And you’re still manufacturing them every day,’ Ben said. ‘Behind phony company fronts in countries that never signed up to the treaty.’
‘For Christ’s sake, get real. You’re a soldier, Hope. You’re not a businessman. If we didn’t make them, someone else would. It’s supply and demand. There’s a market. It gets catered to. That’s all that matters in the real world.’
‘I’m not sure if you even remember what the real world is any more,’ Ben said. ‘Have you ever seen an African child with both legs blown off at the hip from stepping on a mine? Or blinded with half their face missing, or disembowelled and trying to pack their guts back inside their ripped-open body? I have.’
‘Who gives a shit?’ Falconer spat, blood splotting down his chin. ‘In any case, the landmines were just the beginning. That airhead wasn’t going to stop until she’d brought the whole damned UK arms industry to its knees. Your “People’s Princess” was nothing more than a liability, pure and simple.’
‘I don’t care about your politics,’ Ben said. ‘I don’t care who she was. I don’t care about her family name or her connections or her money, or what she did or didn’t do to make herself a target. I only care about one thing: that you murdered an innocent woman. You’re a piece of filth and I’m ashamed that I ever stood up to be counted with you.’
‘Who the hell are you to judge, anyway? You never took an innocent life in the line of duty?’
‘Some things I did, I’m not proud of,’ Ben said. ‘Other things, I wouldn’t have done at all. You were right never to ask me to join your little hit squad, Liam. Because if I’d had any idea what you were up to behind the scenes, it would be you they’d have had to scrape off the wall. What you did was wrong. It was beyond wrong.’
‘Oh, spare me the sanctimonious bullshit,’ Falconer sneered. ‘That’s the privilege of a nobody, who never took responsibility for his actions or made any real decisions. In the big boys’ game, doing the right thing is a virtue we can’t afford.’
‘Who said I was virtuous?’ Ben said.
He reached down. Unsnapped the retaining catch of the tactical holster that was double-strapped to his right thigh. He closed his fingers around the rubber-gripped butt of the nine-millimetre pistol and drew it out. The Browning Hi-Power was stock military issue. The exact same model he’d carried with the SAS. Probably the same model that was still issued to the men from the Increment.
It seemed fitting, somehow.
The Browning was already cocked and locked, with a round in the chamber and thirteen more in the magazine. He wasn’t going to need the extra thirteen. He clicked off the safety. Then he pointed the pistol at Falconer.
‘You wouldn’t bloody dare,’ Falconer said. ‘Not like this.’
‘Didn’t you teach us that who dares, wins?’
Ben aimed the Browning at Falconer’s head. With the fat tubular silencer attached, the sights were obscured. But that didn’t matter at this range. He curled his finger around the trigger. He’d polished and honed the internal mechanism until it had a light, crisp pull of just under four pounds. He had three and a half pounds on it when he paused.
‘You were my mentor, Liam,’ he said. ‘I loved you like a father. What happened to you?’
A nerve in Falconer’s face started twitching. ‘Do you want money? I have over a million pounds cash in the safe upstairs. It’s yours if you let me live. You walk away. We say no more about this. Nobody will ever know it was you.’
‘No deal.’
‘Don’t do it, Ben. Please. I’m begging you. Show me mercy.’
‘Mercy,’ Ben repeated. ‘If she had begged you for it, would you have shown her any?’
‘You’ll never get away with it. They’ll hunt you down like a dog.’
‘They’ll try,’ Ben said. ‘But they’ll fail. I was never here. There won’t be a trace for anyone to follow. You taught me well.’
‘Don’t kid yourself. You’re a dead man. You might as well put that gun to your own head.’
‘I’m not the one who has it coming,’ Ben said.
‘We all have it coming,’ Falconer said.
‘You first,’ Ben said. He brought the gun closer to Falconer’s forehead.
Falconer’s eyes blazed up at him with anger. ‘I’m a senior member of the British establishment,’ he hissed.
‘Then all the more reason,’ Ben said. And pulled the trigger.
The silenced pistol’s report echoed through the cellar. Blood flew up the wall behind Falconer’s head. His body lurched, gave a heave, then keeled over sideways and lay still.
Ben put the pistol back in its holster and turned away from the dead man.
When he stepped outside a few minutes later, the night sky had clouded and snow had started to fall thickly. He looked at his watch and saw it was two minutes after twelve.
Christmas morning, 2004.
The glen was in complete silence, just the soft patter of the spiralling snowflakes layering themselves on the frozen ground. Ben pulled the hem of his hat down tight, zipped his jacket collar up to his chin and started off on the long walk back.
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