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Prologue

North Dakota, USA

No one spoke. That suited him. He didn’t like to talk. People talked too much and said too little. He had always taken issue with it. Roe Kwang stared out of his passenger window into the black abyss of night. It was 3 a.m., and the ballistic-plated Chevrolet Tahoe was heading east on the I-94.

It was the middle of nowhere. That was the point. The GPS coordinates of their destination had been received just two hours prior. It was a classified facility, a new ‘black site’ on US soil. One of an unspecified number of places built after eagle-eyed plane spotters and the world’s media had rendered rendition flights somewhat less than clandestine. In short, it was a place that officially did not exist, just like the prisoner by his side.

Roe glanced at his charge. The man was Chinese, but, having been raised in the UK, his English was fluent. He hadn’t uttered a single word, which Roe appreciated, since they’d left the old facility. The prisoner wasn’t physically strong, the shackles he wore were overkill, but they were part of the ‘protocol’ which Roe’s deniable unit of ‘babysitters’ had to abide by. Nevertheless, the prisoner was dangerous. He had masterminded cyber terror attacks on the assets of several sovereign states, culminating in his last strike at the US, which had caused a staggering amount of financial and infrastructural damage. Roe knew the man sitting shackled beside him was the world’s best hacker. To Roe, and without internet access, the man was nothing. He had been in US custody for almost two years and in Roe’s opinion the US should have saved the money it had already spent on his protection, transportation, and the building of a new facility by simply putting a bullet in his brain. That, however, had not been his decision to make, and he had orders to prevent anyone else from doing just that.

Roe’s gaze returned to the window. He scanned the dark, flat lands. Out there it looked as quiet as it was inside the Tahoe, but Roe understood this was all an illusion.

‘Exit. One minute out.’ Roe’s earpiece crackled as the driver of the lead vehicle updated the two others. The only words spoken by any of the team for over a hundred miles garnered one-word acknowledgements from the drivers of the second and third vehicle.

Tahoe 2, Roe’s Tahoe, started to slow as it negotiated the off-ramp. They left the highway and headed north, creeping through a miniscule place with a sign naming it as ‘Windsor’, whose only commercial building was a bar with a red and white Budweiser sign. The three full-sized SUVs crossed over a railway line, leaving the slumbering settlement they passed through a crossroads and took a still smaller country road dissecting the vast, flat plains.

Roe had the sensation he was no longer in an SUV, but in a plane cruising thousands of feet above a sleeping earth. The absolute lack of light from the world around him gave the impression that the stars above were burning in the clear, cold, cloudless sky. Between two constellations he saw a shooting star, or perhaps it was a comet or maybe it was something else entirely. It grew larger. It seemed to be heading directly towards him … it streaked past him …

Instinctively Roe screwed his eyes shut as an explosion momentarily turned night to day. The heavy Tahoe came to a squealing halt as its tyres bit into the rutted, rural tarmac.

Sudden chatter on their comms network stated the obvious.

They were under attack.

Ahead, white reverse lights replaced red taillights and the lead vehicle jerked backwards, tyres smoking. Sitting directly in front of Roe, and riding shotgun, his teammate unclipped his assault rifle from its secure position on the dashboard. As Roe reached for his own, their driver, following the lead vehicle’s actions, slammed their Tahoe into reverse. He jerked forward, his seatbelt tightening. Beside him, the prisoner shrieked.

A second explosion from behind made the convoy stop again. Roe turned to see Tahoe 3 on fire. But it continued to move backwards, to pick up speed as it attempted to evade the attack. Roe’s own Tahoe was barrelling backwards. It jerked to one side, as the driver performed a ‘J-Turn’ and brought it nose to nose with the vehicle behind. Which had stopped moving, and which was now being hit by heavy 0.50 cal rounds. The thunderous thud … thud … thud … registered in Roe’s ears like the heavy punches of a prize-fighter. Flames flared from firing positions in the fields on both sides. The front of Tahoe 3 dropped as the fusillade from numerous rifles ripped away the run-flat tyres, wheels and all.

Roe had been taught never to leave the vehicle, to stay inside the impregnable ballistic skin, but now as what had to be armour-piercing rounds shattered the windows and ripped through the bodywork of the stricken Tahoe, he could see there was no cover at all. The driver and then the man next to him convulsed as they were hit.

The driver of his own vehicle let out a yell as he floored the accelerator and they tore forward, clipping the other SUV before powering back the way they had originally come.

Next to him, the prisoner had become hysterical; he was now shouting in Chinese and shaking and pulling at his restraints. Roe had no time for this, so punched him in the head. The man’s head jerked, then fell forward and his noise ceased.

‘Comms are down!’ the voice of the team member in front of him shouted.

The driver, like Roe, said nothing as they left the burning hulk of Tahoe 3, Tahoe 1 following on their tail. It was time for action, not talk. They reached the crossroads as explosions on both their left and right forced them to continue straight on. Funnelled back towards Windsor, the incoming fire followed them. The rear windscreen of Roe’s SUV shattered as rounds pierced the ballistic glass and chewed up the empty backseats. A new noise now sounded above the whipping wind and roaring engine – the whine of rotor blades.

A helo buzzed them, then jinked and arched into the sky before it bore back down on them. In the darkness Roe couldn’t tell who it was, or what it was. But then this made no difference as flames erupted from either side of its bulbous body as more heavy lead hurtled towards them.

Every instinct told Roe to run. Instead, he turned sideways and fell on top of his prisoner, shielding him with his body. The glass around him exploded and the Tahoe shook but continued on.

 He pushed himself back up and grabbed his weapon. Turning again, he now saw Tahoe 1 had become a rolling ball of flames. He knew his Tahoe was the target, and the attackers wanted to take the man next to him alive.

‘I’m hit …’ The driver’s voice was husky, weak.

Roe pulled himself forward; his teammate in the passenger seat was slumped sideways, a shard of ballistic glass glinting from where it had embedded itself in his neck. Roe looked at the driver as the man’s hands slipped from the steering wheel and the bulky SUV lurched to one side. Roe braced himself against the seat back as the Tahoe continued and slammed into the wall of the nearest building. Airbags deployed around the two dead men as the front of the vehicle crumpled. Roe’s chest was slammed against the seat and his lungs were punched shut. He slid off the seat and landed on top of his already unconscious prisoner.

There was a sudden silence, made even more eerie by the bright-white lights now flooding the interior of his SUV. Roe turned his head, but a spotlight directed at his eyes blinded him. A gruff voice barked in a language that wasn’t English but was one that Roe recognised and then he felt needles of pain and heard a crackle as a blast of electricity short-circuited his entire body. Unable to resist and unable to move, it was just Roe’s eyes which told him he was being dragged from the Tahoe. Through the ghosting caused by the spotlight, he caught glimpses of his teammates, slain, slumped in their seats and then the bright stars filled his vision as he was dropped, face up, on the unforgiving tarmac. Roe tried to fight his paralysis as two masked men hurried his prisoner from the shattered SUV, but his body would not comply with his orders. A figure loomed above him, face hidden and dressed in black coveralls. The man’s right leg stamped down, and a boot connected with the side of Roe’s head. A starburst flashed in his vision before everything went black.

Undisclosed Location

Fang Bao was a British national, the son of a Hong Kong Chinese couple who had emigrated to the UK. He was also one of the world’s most-wanted cyber terrorists. His talent had been prized by all those he had worked for, and it was this which afforded him some comfort. He doubted whoever it was who had gone to such lengths to take him from the Americans would want him dead. However, this did not stop Fang from worrying.

Early morning light seeped into the room from around the externally mounted boards that obscured his view. His room was larger and much more comfortable than anything the Americans had kept him in and whoever his new jailor was, they certainly feared for his safety enough to have two guards posted on the other side of the door.

Unable to sleep because of the stress of the situation and the discomfort he still felt from the burns on his left arm, he had watched the sun come up; as much of it as entered his room, that was. The quality of light leaching in from the shutters had changed as the new day banished the night and its shadows. But the shadows had always been his friend, it had only been once he had been pushed into the light of publicity that he had been caught. Yet that had also led further to his notoriety, which he imagined was the reason he had been snatched.

He finally rolled out of bed as what he imagined was full dawn warmed the other side of his shuttered window. His cell was a room which rivalled the luxury residences he had been put up in by his paying clients, and the air was just as he liked it; sharply filtered fresh. In fact, it was only the lack of a view or any way to communicate to the outside world which reminded him he was a prisoner.

He took a step towards the bathroom and almost instantly there was a sound outside, the result he knew of hidden cameras recording his every moment. There was the sound of a bolt being drawn back, and then the grating on the key and, finally, a click. The door opened and a man entered. It was the guard who had brought his food for the two days since he had been incarcerated. Stepping into the room, his feet sank into the thick pile of carpet.

‘Yes?’ Fang’s hands were folded and his head was held high, even though his voice trembled.

‘Uncle wishes to see you. Get dressed.’

‘Uncle?’

Fang wanted to know exactly who ‘Uncle’ was and why he had rescued him from his American captors. The guard retreated without reply and Fang continued his way to the shower, pulling off his pyjamas and leaving them in a heap on the floor. He washed and then, ten minutes later, after applying a new dressing to his arm, stood dressed by his bed in the simple clothes and plimsoles he had been provided with. The door opened and the guard beckoned him out. He had been brought to this place cuffed and hooded, and only now saw the space outside his room. The hallway too resembled a luxury hotel. There was a faint whiff of paint, as though the place had recently been decorated and the carpet felt springy and newly laid. Standing by the elevator was the second guard; he, like the first, was Asian probably Chinese, possibly Korean, but Fang couldn’t tell from their harshly accented English and he hadn’t wanted to anger them by asking them either in English or Chinese. The second guard was haloed by the diffused light emanating from the floor-to-ceiling obscured-glass windows at the far end of the hall. He pressed a button and the elevator doors opened. Without being told to, Fang stepped inside. Both guards followed and then the last one in pressed a button for the top floor, just a floor above. The pair both had 9mm Berettas on their right legs. He imagined these were for show because attempting to draw them, in such a confined space, would take far too long.

The elevator opened at the top floor. Again, the light from the windows was diffused by obscured glass. With one guard in front and the other behind him, they proceeded along the corridor. Passing a window, Fang noticed the glass had been obscured by a film, which he thought incongruous with the rest of the decorations, fixtures, and fittings.

They stopped at the far end of the corridor. A pair of giant, arched double doors gave the impression that beyond lay a Viking longhouse. The doors simultaneously opened inwards, Fang was pushed into the room and they immediately closed behind him. Directly in front of the doors, a huge floor-to-ceiling window, which he imagined showcased an impressive one-hundred-and-eighty-degree panorama, were again hidden by film. An Asian man with a shock of white hair sat behind a large dark-wood desk. He stood, faster than Fang had believed a man of his age could.

‘Mr Fang, how delighted I am to finally be acquainted with you. Please take a seat.’

Unlike his own Essex-tinged English, the man’s words were said with a crisp, clear Home Counties accent.

‘Thank you.’ Fang sat.

‘How is your arm? Not troubling you too much?’

‘It’s fine.’

The white-haired man returned to his desk chair. He sat back, interlaced his fingers, and then he smiled at him. ‘I am Gu Joon. I am the one responsible for ending your captivity with the Central Intelligence Agency.’ Gu raised his right palm. ‘I do not expect you to thank me. How do you like your room? It’s one of the best, currently.’

‘It’s OK.’

‘OK?’ Gu smiled.

Fang studied the man. His face gave off the impression of a friendly uncle, perhaps that was what had earnt him the nickname? Sitting as he was now, he looked almost harmless, but Fang had seen the speed at which he moved and knew that he was more than he seemed.

Gu continued. ‘I have followed your career, Mr Fang. You have been quite successful.’

‘Quite?’ Fang felt his eyes twitch at the slight; he was the best there was. ‘Thanks.’

‘But then of course you chose the wrong partners, and everything went wrong.’

Fang frowned. ‘Did you bring me here to tell me you are the partner I should have chosen?’

‘No. Not at all. What I am offering you is the chance to right a wrong, to get back at those who were responsible for selling you out to the Americans – your former partners – the Ah Kong triad.’

Fang’s forehead furrowed. ‘I knew it!’

‘Why, of course. Who else could it have been? You were like a needle hiding in a field of haystacks, if you’ll pardon my clumsy wordplay. It was your partners – the Ah Kong triads – who told the Americans specifically where to look. And one can merely imagine what the Americans have put you through these past two years.’

Fang felt his face burn with anger. He’d had his suspicions, but this made complete sense. ‘I want to make them pay.’

‘That’s the spirit, and I of course want to help you, but for me to do this you must help me.’

Fang knew it had been a pitch, but he had no option not to hear it. ‘What do you want from me?’

‘All I require from you is one solitary ingot of information.’

‘If I give you that, what? You’ll help me get back at the Ah Kong?’

‘Exactly. They are no friends of mine either. I already have a plan. Only you can carry it out. You shall have your revenge.’

Fang’s breath caught at the sudden realisation that to go against any of the triad groups was a death sentence. Who was this man, and could he really take down the triads? And, more importantly, could he protect him from them? ‘And then?’

‘An astute question. I can see the concern on your face, and I know what you are thinking. I can offer you sanctuary. Somewhere the Ah Kong and the Western intelligence agencies can not touch you.’

‘They can find me anywhere.’

‘That is not true. Places exist in the world, where those who would lay claim to you have no reach. I am not speaking of a Third World country without an extradition treaty, I am talking of a powerful nation which neither the blackest of black US operations nor the most vicious of criminal gangs can enter.’

Fang now understood. ‘You’re working for North Korea.’

‘Mr Fang, I am North Korea.’ Fang frowned, not quite understanding, but Gu continued, ‘I will grant you safe passage into the only nation on this earth the United States will not enter if you give me this one piece of information.’

‘And if I refuse?’

Gu’s eyelids fluttered. ‘Why would you? There is nowhere to go.’

‘And then, I’d be what, working for Pyongyang?’

‘Mr Fang, we have a unit of six thousand patriotic cyber-warriors. Imagine what you could achieve if you oversaw them, if you were their boss?’

Fang’s eyes widened. He already knew he was the best, but numbers meant power; he’d be invincible. But something was niggling him. ‘How do I know I can trust you? How do I know you are who you say you are?’

‘I can promise you asylum in The Democratic People’s Republic of Korea.’ Gu pointed with his index finger. ‘It is I who will take the risk on you – what if you lie to me? This is the nature of trust, Fang. It is like building a bridge across a fast-flowing river; the first brick must be solid, for if it is not the rest will fall into the muddy waters.’

‘Yeah, trust is essential.’ Fang sighed. He really had no option but to assist the man who sat across the desk from him. ‘OK. What would you like to know?’

‘I would like to know the identity of a man you know. You worked together when you were employed by an organisation named “Blackline”.’

Fang felt his jaw drop. Not even the Americans knew he’d undertaken work for Blackline, the organisation which had several years before carried out the first tactical EMP attack on the US, causing a nationwide total blackout, innumerable deaths and damage to the US infrastructure and economy. ‘How did you …’

Gu smiled again. ‘I have my ways, Mr Fang, and of course my means. Now, I would like to know the identity of the man who created one of Blackline’s many projects.’

Fang managed to stop himself from speaking for a moment as he thought the situation through. How did he know that Gu wasn’t really the CIA, and this wasn’t all a fake operation to get him to talk?

‘Again, I understand what you are thinking, Mr Fang, perhaps Gu Joon is a CIA asset? You saw the Americans around you ripped to pieces by the rounds my men released. The bullets, the flames and their unfortunate yet necessary deaths were real.’

Fang nodded. Just like the burns on his left arm and the bruises, it had been real, and this had to be too – didn’t it? ‘OK.’

‘So, Mr Fang, what is the name of the man who created “Project White Suit”?’

Fang let the words roll around inside his head for a moment. He knew little of ‘White Suit’, but he did know its creator. ‘I have a question. Why do you want to know?’

‘I want to know, Mr Fang, because I intend to use Project White Suit to rebuild North Korea.’




Chapter 1

Two Months later

Hamburg, Germany

Jack Tate studied the cargo ships on the river. Grubby with the rigours of their voyage from the Far East, they waited to be unloaded. Returning his focus to the enhanced images from the high-powered scope, he watched the target vessel as containers were hauled high into the sky, then placed delicately on dry land like giant Lego bricks arranged by a conscientious child. Each, he imagined, was full to capacity with goods made on the cheap to be sold at ridiculously inflated prices to German consumers. There was a creaking sound as a container slipped, then shouts from men on the ship and the dock. The rusty-red-coloured monolith swung back and forth before coming under control once more and being stacked next to its siblings. Tate idly wondered how much a container weighed. Of course, he understood that all depended on the cargo within, but there had to be a maximum and a minimum.

Tate wasn’t in Germany to track dodgy goods; he was there to track, intercept and apprehend a highly sophisticated and dangerous cyber terrorist – Fang Bao. The British national had established links with several international crime syndicates, including – most worryingly for the UK government – one whose major cyber-attacks on both the London Stock Exchange and NHS mainframes had narrowly been avoided. Fang was an electronic gun for hire and allegedly protected by powerful people in China, but he had abruptly vanished two years before under the noses of an SIS, less formally referred to as MI6, surveillance operation. He had become something of an internet celebrity, his occasional videos and hacking notoriety garnering him the name, by his band of followers as ‘the non-anonymous’, which Tate didn’t think was actually a word in the English language. Yet now he had been ‘pinged’, like a blip on the UK government’s threat radar. He had broken cover, been identified, and British Intelligence had no idea why.

Tate continued to watch the containers. These were tangible, physical items produced on one side of the world and shipped to another, not the computer algorithms, viruses, and programs that Fang Bao employed. Tate’s brow wrinkled as a thought struck: ‘Does data weigh anything?’

In the corner of the dingy room behind, the man who sat tapping away at a computer looked up. ‘Weigh?’

‘Does it have a physical weight?’

Neil Plato, the MI6 computer whizz assigned to Tate’s team, stood and walked to the window. ‘A stored byte of data weighs approximately one attogram.’

‘Attogram?’

‘It’s one-quintillionth of a gram.’

‘And that’s?’ Tate said, blankly.

‘That’s a one followed by seventeen zeros. I suppose if you placed two mass storage devices with large enough capacities side by side and picked them up, one at a time, it would be, in theory possible to feel which one was full of data.’

‘How big would this device have to be?’

‘Big.’

Tate jutted his chin towards the docks below, ‘The size of a container, maybe?’

‘Jack, a bit smaller. I doubt you could fit one of those in the palm of my hand.’

Tate smirked. ‘What’s the latest?’

Plato blew out his cheeks. ‘More noise in the chat rooms from Fang’s fans, but nothing new. However, the increased chatter does imply that something big is about to happen.’

‘And we don’t have a clue what,’ Tate stated flatly.

‘Nope.’ Plato shrugged. ‘Let’s hope Fang is polite enough to tell you when you ask him.’

Tate smirked and returned his focus to the view of the vast docks outside. The Port of Hamburg was the third busiest in Europe and the fifteenth largest in the world, facts he’d learned before arriving several days ago with his team. The vessel Tate was observing had sailed from the Port of Shanghai, the planet’s largest container port, and intel confirmed their target, using genuine government-issued documents, had joined its crew as a deckhand named ‘Chi Kong Pang’. Whilst Tate kept his eyes on the ship and surrounding dock, the feed from a high-powered scope was being analysed by Plato’s facial and gait-recognition software, as was all live feed from the CCTV systems of the port and local area. If Fang appeared on deck, he’d be spotted. If he stepped off the container ship he’d be digitally followed, and if he attempted to leave the port, he’d be physically tailed by the two other members of Tate’s E Squadron team – Paul Page and Chris Salter.

Finally, the last of the containers was unloaded and then, minutes later, a pair of officials wearing white shirts and black slacks with hi-vis vests and matching yellow hard hats entered the vessel via the gangplank. It was another forty minutes before they left, and then minutes more before, in dribs and drabs, crew members left too.

‘Hello …’ Plato said, ‘I think we’ve got him!’

Tate nodded. He saw it too – a solitary sailor heading down the gangplank.

‘Yep,’ Plato continued, ‘that’s an 89 per cent on the face and pretty high on the gait.’

‘Let’s see what happens,’ Tate said as he studied the livestream.

Two further sailors followed the man Tate and Plato believed to be Fang Bao. The trio headed towards the cargo containers that had been offloaded. Tate moved the scope, to keep the image centred. As he watched, he saw Fang nod at the men and then slip away into a narrow gap created by two layers of towering containers.

‘I’ve lost visual. Can you pick him up on the dock’s CCTV?’

‘I already have,’ Plato confirmed.

Tate crossed the room to Plato’s large monitor to see Fang appear from the other end of container alley and head directly towards the exit of the complex.

Tate pressed a button on his ear mic. ‘Be advised target is confirmed and mobile. Do you have visual?’

‘Wait one,’ Page replied, the tone of his voice distorted by both his mic and the motorcycle helmet that covered his face, ‘I have eyeball.’

Plato tapped a key on his laptop and video feed from Page’s helmet cam popped up. The image was shaky, as though Page was moving his head. Fang could be seen standing at the exit to the dockyard, next to the window of a security cabin. He handed the guard inside what appeared to be a pass of some sort. There was a pause and a conversation between him and the guard before it was given back to him and then he walked past the barrier and out of the facility. Without breaking his stride, Fang carried on along the street, heading north.

‘Stand by,’ Tate said to Page, not wanting the seconded SAS man to move before he had to.

‘Have that.’

A silver VW Touran appeared from around a bend and not too subtly came to a halt next to Fang. Both the front and rear passenger doors opened and two Asian men in jeans and black leather jackets clambered out. Fang was trapped between them, words were exchanged and he was physically hauled into the back seat. The men got back in, and the vehicle pulled away.

Tate felt a sudden sense of panic. Had his target been snatched? Were these the people he was meeting or a third party? ‘Go.’

Page followed the VW as it navigated away from the docks and headed south. The footage from his helmet cam and that of the Hamburg’s CCTV system had made up two panels on Plato’s monitor, but now dropped to one as they left the city. A new panel appeared with two mugshots.

Tate said to Plato, ‘These are the heavies who have our target?’

‘Yep, the two we saw.’ Plato tapped his keyboard and details of the men appeared under their faces. ‘Chinese. Former military, but that’s as much as I’ve got.’

‘It doesn’t make sense,’ Tate said, as he peered at the screen, ‘Why would he risk leaving China to meet a Chinese group in Germany?’

Plato tapped at his keyboard. ‘The vehicle is owned by SIXT.’

‘Find out where it was rented from and who hired it.’

‘On it.’

Tate continued to watch the footage from Page’s helmet camera and made no comment as Salter spoke over the net to confirm he was taking over the follow. The footage now switched to the feed from the dashcam of Salter’s Audi.

Tate needed not tell either operative to hang back, they had been selected for this E Squadron mission because of their capabilities. For the next hour Tate and Plato watched the VW continue south-west with the occasional comment from Page and Salter about road conditions and possible destinations. Both vehicles had full tanks of fuel but, even so, they had started to wonder just how far from Hamburg Fang was being taken.

Tate didn’t want the distance between his team to be stretched further. ‘We’re going mobile.’

Tate moved away from the screen. It was time they packed up and left – in his opinion they were already too far away from the target. It would take minutes to store their gear, but longer to sanitise the space they had been using.

Plato pushed the live feed to the screen of a tablet as he packed away the rest of his equipment. Ten minutes later, Tate cast a final glance out of the grubby windows at the dock below before they both left the room.

Their transport, a Ford Galaxy, was parked on the road outside. Whilst Plato continued to monitor the footage from the front passenger seat, Tate started the Ford and updated the other two. ‘We’re “complete”. Going mobile.’

Using the sat nav, Tate took the same route the VW had just over an hour before. The pair remained silent as Plato, using a mobile connection, continued to monitor both the footage and the online chat rooms.

Tate took in the passing landscape. He didn’t know why, but he liked Germany. He supposed it was because it felt to him like a much cleaner version of the UK where everything was efficient. Things just worked in Germany. The fact that he was also a fan of their beer, sausage, and cars probably helped too.

Plato pointed at the screen. ‘OK, the VW was rented two days ago from Hamburg airport. It’s due back the day after tomorrow. It could mean whoever’s taken Fang isn’t based here either?’

‘Perhaps, or perhaps they don’t want to use their own cars. Find out if the two goons flew in on the same day the car was taken?’

‘It’ll take a while; I’ll need to interrogate the German immigration database, which of course is an illegal act.’

‘So’s our mission,’ Tate stated, ‘in the eyes of the German authorities.’

An hour and a half passed with more minor updates from Page and Salter.

‘They’re approaching Munster,’ Plato noted. ‘What’s in Munster?’

‘The Munsters,’ Tate replied, deadpan. ‘Oh, and a Panzer Museum.’

‘Let’s hope they’re not trying to steal a tank,’ Plato replied, bringing up a detailed map of the area.

The footage from Salter’s car now showed the VW take a turning off the main road. Salter continued on and now Page took over the eyeball once more. The road was bordered by lush green fields and hedgerows. Ahead, the footage showed the car make a turn into a smaller road. Page drew level and turned his head to provide an image of what lay ahead. It was a driveway leading to what looked like a modernised farmhouse.

‘Neill, can you find out who owns that place?’

‘Already checking.’

On screen the car grew smaller as it neared the house and Page remained static.

‘Mobile 2, remain where you are. Mobile 1, park up where you can.’

There were a pair of clicks as both Page and Salter acknowledged their instructions.

‘The house is owned by a Munich-based investment group,’ Plato said. ‘They specialise in rental properties for short-term lets.’

‘How short is this one?’

‘That information I do not have. Yet. Hello.’

‘What?’

‘Still nothing concrete from the chat rooms, but one of Fang’s loyal fans seems to think he’s developed some type of worm. Before you say anything funny, Jack, it’s a digital super key.’

‘So why would he need to travel to deliver something that’s digital?’

‘Perhaps the instructions are too complicated for anyone but him? Or perhaps it’s in a piece of standalone hardware that he’s developed to deliver the key?’

‘How good is Fang?’

‘He’s world class.’

Tate wet his lips as they overtook an ancient Mercedes. ‘Better than George?’

‘Better than me, different to George – it’s not the same discipline.’

Tate nodded. Plato and George Eastman – who was back in London – were both experts at what they did, he just hoped Plato was being modest in his underassessment of his own abilities.

‘OK, I’ve managed to access the computer system of Bernt AG – they’re the people who own the farmhouse. It was booked for a week by a company based in the Bahamas.’

‘A shell company.’

‘I don’t think they sell shells.’

Tate chuckled. ‘And?’

‘Their rental ends in two days’ time.’

‘Like the car. So whatever Fang is up to will happen in the next two days?’

‘Or it could just mean that they will only be there for two more days. I can’t think of anything that would take Fang that long to set, sell or explain.’

‘Find the schematics of the place, Neill, I need to know how we’re going in.’

Tate slowed the large people carrier as they entered the outskirts of Munster. He brought it to a halt on the same side of the road as Salter’s Audi, but not near enough to hint that the vehicles were part of a team. He pressed a button on his earpiece. ‘Mobile 1, update?’

‘No exterior movement. I can see shapes moving insider. Ground and first floor.’

‘OK. Have that.’

Tate looked at the sat nav display. They had to move back far enough from the farmhouse to discuss their extraction plan for Fang. Of the four-man team, Plato was desk-based whilst the other three were experienced operators. Tate and Page were both SAS, whilst Salter had been seconded from the SBS – the Special Boat Service, the Royal Navy’s tier one Special Forces unit. He requested each man as they’d worked well together before. They’d discussed the various options for taking Fang, depending upon where he ended up and making entry to a secluded farmhouse with an unknown number of hostiles inside was something they knew how to do, but like everything else about their mission it would be an illegal act in the eyes of the German authorities. Such was the clandestine nature of E Squadron and the missions it was tasked to undertake.

*

Whilst remote cameras, planted by Page, kept an eyeball on the target building, the team sat in the Ford, which Tate had now parked in the large car park of the local supermarket. They took the time to eat and hydrate as Tate went through the plan and they discussed what they knew, limited as it was.

‘We have an unknown number of x-rays inside, which includes the two who collected Fang and their driver. Their VW is the only vehicle at the property, but it’s a Touran so there could be perhaps six?’

‘Or more if they have another car that’s somewhere else,’ Page said.

‘True, but we have to deal with the known unknowns. So that’s three x-rays minimum, plus Fang. OK, Neill stays with the Ford to provide us with a digital overwatch. We three approach through the field, then find a point to make entry. We know for a fact that the place has fixed surveillance cameras covering the approach from the drive and the field behind in addition to both side accesses. We come from the east side, and we move quickly. There is no way we can deactivate any motion sensors from here but hopefully if we do trip them, it will be put down to a stray wildlife. Questions? Thoughts?’

Salter looked at Plato. ‘Can you turn the cameras off?’

Plato shook his head. ‘It is a local system that sends live feed to a monitoring station, and we don’t know if they are even on whilst the place is occupied. I think there is some federal German law about privacy or something that forbids it, but I’ll check. They’re probably off.’

‘That’s reassuring,’ Page said.

Tate checked his watch. ‘We’ve seen the plans; four bedrooms and two reception rooms, a large kitchen and a long hall and first-floor landing. Unless movement dictates otherwise, we’ll go in at 3 a.m. We don’t know who these guys are, and we have not been told, but we keep it quiet. If it does “go noisy”, we subdue, but if fired upon we engage. We’re in and out with Fang and any technology we find. Are we good?’

The other three men nodded.

‘Er, Jack, something seems to be happening here,’ Plato said, tapping his screen. ‘The same online user in the chat room now says there’s going to be an announcement at midnight Beijing time.’

Tate checked his watch. ‘Beijing is six hours ahead of us here, that’s means we’ve got an hour.’

‘It could mean nothing,’ Salter stated. ‘I mean, who even are these armchair anarchists?’

Tate saw movement outside; he beckoned for silence, checked the mirrors and confirmed it was German shoppers.

‘Her screen name is YanYan19,’ Plato continued. ‘She’s a vocal user of the chat room, and by the number of points next to her fat cat emoji, she’s well respected. I don’t know who she really is, or where she is. If I had time, I could run a trace.’

‘Fang’s not a real terrorist,’ Page said, ‘not in the “bang-bang” way.’

‘So, sod it, let’s go in.’ Salter had a twinkle in his eye. ‘I’m sure they won’t be expecting us.’

Tate continued to watch the shoppers toing and froing. It was his decision to make; did they go in before a potential deadline set by an unconfirmed source, or did they strike as planned in the middle of the night when the vigilance of those inside would be at its lowest ebb? ‘OK. We go now. There’s no way to hide in daylight once we’re clear of the fields. We wear Bundespolizei caps and body armour and make entry via the east side and try the backdoor. We still need this to stay quiet for as long as we can. But if it goes noisy then we make it noisier still – flashbangs, the lot.’

*

Plato drove the Ford to the edge of the turning and stopped. The assault team got out. To a casual observer they would look like a German police team, and that was the impression Tate wanted them to give off when they encountered the opposition. Tate’s German was worse than even his French, but he knew enough to tell whoever he met to ‘drop their weapon and lie on the floor’, and their official uniforms would buy them a couple of seconds.

They had forty minutes to the time of the announcement. Tate knew what they were doing was risky, but they were trained to deal with risk. Each had been drilled over and over on how to clear a room and how to extract a hostage. Tate had switched to game mode now, which meant his senses were alert, he had tunnel vision on the target, on the objective, yet all the while he was highly aware of his environment.

They left the Ford and crossed into the field. Thankfully those at the sides were grass not crops or barren earth, which could grab at their feet like glue and hinder their progress. Tate took the lead of the three-man stick, with Page followed by Salter. They were not expecting any opposition until they attempted to make entry to the building. Sentries had not been posted which struck Tate as a sign that whoever was inside with Fang was not expecting to be interrupted.

Tate heard a noise, an odd whirring of a low-powered engine.

‘You have a vehicle heading in the direction of the target,’ Plato stated. ‘It’s a lime-green Fiat 500. One occupant.’

‘Have that,’ Tate replied, holding up his fist for the others to stop. They hunkered down in the cover of the hedgerow and peered through the foliage to the other side, watching the vehicle approach. The car had red and yellow decals on the side – flames and a dragon, and the name of a restaurant.

‘They’ve ordered in,’ Page whispered dryly. ‘I hope there’s enough for us.’

The Fiat passed them and pulled up directly outside the front door, with its rear to Tate and the team. The driver got out. He was wearing jeans, a baggy, black satin-look bomber jacket and a black baseball cap. From the restricted, fleeting view Tate had of the driver’s profile, he’d say he was Asian and in his thirties. The driver walked around the car and opened the front passenger seat. Tate now noticed he was wearing black gloves. He collected two large white plastic carrier bags which tugged heavily at the handles and then took the steps up to the front door and rang the doorbell.

‘Neill, are you getting this?’

‘Yes. All on cameras, but I’ve not got a clear shot of his face to ID him.’

The front door was opened by one of the heavies Tate had seen earlier. He nodded at the driver, exchanged a few words and then beckoned him in. Tate frowned, wondering why he’d gone inside. A little over two minutes later there was a sudden sound, the unmistakable man-made barking of a handgun. Two rounds fired, a few seconds apart.

‘Jack! I heard gunshots!’ There was a note of concern in Plato’s voice.

‘Yes.’ Something was happening, and it wasn’t anything good. ‘What do you see?’

‘Nothing … wait! Movement, upper-floor window. I think it’s the delivery driver.’

‘Moving,’ Tate commanded.

They bounded forward and reached the edge of the hedgerow. There was a break which meant they would be exposed as they crossed the hardstanding to the wall of the building. Tate remained where he was, in cover, scanning the windows with his HK, looking for targets but finding none. The two others leapfrogged past him and reached the building. They were in place. Tate darted towards them as something zipped past his head. It was another round, but this one was supressed; this one was from a second weapon, and this one had been aimed at him.

Tate dived forwards and pressed his back against the rough bricks of the farmhouse wall. Silence from inside the house and the distant rumble of tyres on tarmac carried on the light breeze, the only external sound reaching their ears.

Tate had a decision to make; his team had been compromised. Inside there was a minimum of three hostiles, plus Fang, and the delivery driver. But two weapons had been fired, and only the second had been at him. Memories of the innumerable hours spent at the SAS ‘Killing House’ practising house clearing and hostage rescue techniques swam before his eyes. House clearing was second nature to him and the others. His team were the best in the world at this, but they no longer had the element of surprise, and, unlike a real hostage scenario, there would be no time to back off, or to negotiate. He really had no choice if he was going to continue his mission and grab Fang, he had to go in now.

They moved along the east wall to the edge of the building, paused, listened once more, and spun around the corner, fire selector switched to burst on his supressed HK G36K. The backdoor was ajar. They moved towards it, ducking under the level of the windowsill. Tate held up his fist, a sign to stop, to listen before they engaged. A new sound made its way on the air through the gap in the door; men’s voices speaking in angry-sounding German. Tate cursed the fact he didn’t speak enough of the language – he was a Russian specialist – and gently pushed the door open knowing that at any moment he could be met with a blast of lead. He whirled into the kitchen, dissecting the space into arcs with the end of his HK, knowing that his two team members behind him would be doing the same.

The kitchen was large, modern and had an island in the middle. On the island lay the two bags of takeaway Chinese food and sprawled forward over the island between these was the heavy who had opened the door. Tate recognised him by the colour of his shirt, and not his face which had imploded.

And that was when Tate knew this was a hit.

Tate bypassed the island, eyes and HK trained as one at the door beyond, which he knew from the floor plans opened onto the hall. The German conversation drifting from the next room had grown louder. A female voice spoke, and music suddenly played. It was a television, and it had been left on to hinder his approach.

Taking point once again, Tate moved from the kitchen into the hall. It was empty and led to the two reception rooms, the stairs, and the front door. Ahead he could hear German television adverts coming from the room on the right, the room with an open door. The room on the left, whose door was exactly opposite, was closed.

He advanced, slower now and more aware of the feel of the sole of his boots on the wooden flooring. His tunnel vision drew in, his entire focus, his entire world was now the space in front of his eyes; the two-metre-wide hallway, the two doors and the wider space beyond. He knew there were two elite shooters behind him, he knew his six was secure which made him even more aware that any danger would lie ahead.

Tate paused and craned his neck, to listen, and then he entered the room with the blaring television, at speed. To his left along the wall a long, luxurious grey leather settee sat, past this a large bay window gave way onto the small lawn at the front of the house, directly ahead of him, an expensive-looking wall-mounted television took pride of place and to his right another matching but shorter settee faced the window. It wasn’t what was on the television however that took Tate’s attention, it was what was on the second settee. The other heavy lay sideways half on, half off the piece of furniture, as though he had tried to get up but failed. The driver was flat on his back. Both men had been executed in the same manner, one round in the chest and one in the head. There was no need to check if either was dead; the splatter of bone and brain matter on the leather gave him a definitive answer. A Glock G19 lay where it had fallen on the floor, just out of reach of the dead driver’s hand. The stench of gunpowder hanging in the room and the holes Tate now noticed on the wall around the door indicated that he’d got two shots off, which in Tate’s mind indicated some level of competence.

Unless there were more minders already in the house, and this was something they did not know, that now left just Fang and the delivery driver, whom Tate now had no doubt was an assassin.

Tate met the eyes of his men, nodded, and pointed with the fingers of his left hand. The pair nodded, understanding. They now moved to the closed door of the room opposite. Standing a step back to the left with their HKs pointing down the hall, Page and Salter were ready to bomb-burst inside or take on any target that appeared from upstairs. Page reached forward, grabbed the handle, and pulled the door open as Tate went low and rushed into the room. He immediately moved right, and, three steps later, was once again dissecting the space with the barrel of his HK. The room was identical to the television room in size, but this had a large dining table and six chairs placed in the centre. This room also did not have any corpses.

Tate pointed to his chest then to the open door, he then moved his fingers in a walking gesture to show his intention to move back into the hall then take the stairs up to the first floor. Page and Salter nodded.

HK sniffing out potential threats, Tate advanced along the hall, the sound of the TV retreating behind him and his ears straining to hear anything new, anything ahead. Light now came through the dappled glass panel in the front door, throwing a shadow from a coat stand to his left and reflecting from a vast mirror on the facing wall. Still no movement or new sound. Tate swung his HK to the right and up to cover the stairs and pushed himself against the opposite wall. He waited, he listened and then Page and Salter silently darted past him and into the hall, their HKs aimed up the stairs and into the void beyond. Tate waited. If the stairs were not clear he’d soon know it. There was a sudden movement ahead, the front door clicked opened. All three men prepared for contact, but nothing happened and then it swung a little more open and then back on itself as the wind took it.

Tate wanted to ask Plato if there was anyone outside, but knew that if there had been he’d have warned him.

Page beckoned Tate forward. It was Tate’s turn to leapfrog the pair’s position and get to the stairs. This was the time of maximum exposure; he was a slow-moving target and anyone above him would obviously have the higher ground. So far, they had encountered no opposition and three of the known four occupants of the building were dead, two more upstairs – in theory – and one of those was a killer. As the noise of the television faded into the background, Tate’s own breathing become the loudest sound in his ears. He was aware of it. Slow, controlled, rhythmic. Thus far they had relied on stealth, but that was all about to change. Tate removed a percussion grenade – a flash-bang from his vest pocket, pulled the pin and tossed it up the stairs onto the landing.

It bounced and rolled along the wooden flooring and then exploded with a deafening clap of thunder and light so white it would temporarily disorientate anyone within its immediate range. Even though Tate and his team had been expecting it and had their hands clamped firmly over their ears, backs turned and eyes screwed shut, it was loud enough to rattle their teeth and bright enough to ghost their vision.

Tate rushed up the stairs, reached the top and without pausing immediately sought out targets. The landing was long, mirroring the hall below and led off to four rooms, and each of the doors were open. Not good odds. Tate burst into the nearest room, with Page and Salter on his heels to repeat the room clearing procedure.

It was a bedroom overlooking the fields, at the rear of the property. To his left was a large bed but, on his right, where a vanity unit should have been, was a long, sleek desk. On the desk were three large, curved computer monitors and in front of these was a laptop and a keyboard. A fallen chair rested on its side and a figure lay next to this. Blood had seeped from wounds in its head and chest, staining the thick, cream carpet.

With a sickening realisation, Tate realised his mission had failed. Fang Bao.

Tate gestured the others should clear the remaining rooms as he checked Fang, but knew he was dead.

‘Clear!’ Page’s voice was loud from the landing.

‘Tate,’ Salter said via his earpiece, ‘the window in the next room is open. We’ve got a runner.’

Tate stood and through the window in front of him his eyes latched onto a shape halfway across the vast field behind them, a figure, a dark-haired man moving with difficulty through the tall crops.

‘Salter, stay here, secure the site, get Plato in to secure the tech. Page, grab your bike. I need you to get to whatever is on the other side of that field.’

Tate started to turn, to leave the room when a sudden bleeping from the computer made him stop. He turned his head and saw that all three screens were suddenly showing the same thing, a clock counting down from ten.

‘Bomb!’ Tate yelled and stormed towards the door.

Half running, half falling, the three men hurtled down the stairs, banging against the walls and the bannisters and each other before they all but knocked the front door from its hinges as they shot out onto the drive.

Tate heard Plato in his earpiece but ignored the panicked voice asking him what was happening as he sprinted away from the house. He lost track of time, had no idea if the countdown had finished, all he knew now as he stood panting, his hands on his knees alongside his team, was that nothing had exploded.

‘Bike,’ Page managed to say, and jogged away in the direction of the road.

‘Go back inside, be careful,’ Tate ordered Salter. ‘I’m going after the runner.’

Tate sprinted back towards the house.

‘Jack, what’s happening?’ Plato again, in his ear.

Tate pressed his earpiece to respond. ‘Fang is dead, the Chinese are dead. I’m going after the shooter. Drive up to the house and meet Salter inside.’

‘Right.’

Tate soon reached the field and found the path pushed into it by the fleeing man. Tate moved as quickly as he could, his boots continuously being tugged at by stalks, stones, and uneven earth.

Tate picked up his pace, moving as fast as he could whilst holding his HK now by its grab handle. He had to reach the assassin; he had to know who had stopped his mission. Tate arrived at the edge of the field and vaulted a wooden fence to find himself facing a country road. He stood, paused and listened. Left, right or straight on into the next field? On the bike, Page had the advantage on the road, unless the man had been picked up – collected by a colleague. Tate crossed the road, climbed over another fence, and continued. The edge of the field was grass, and there was nothing to show any trace but then further ahead, in the tall crops he saw several birds suddenly scatter, disturbed by something. That something, Tate realised, had to be the assassin.

‘Mobile 1. I’ve entered the next field. Check the roads.’

‘Have that,’ Page confirmed.

Tate’s legs started to feel heavy, but he knew it was nothing. He could run for miles if he had to.

He saw a path, crushed crops. It had to be his man, who else would be mad enough to run through a field? Tate carried on, upping his pace, pushing himself faster to try to close the gap. Tate felt his legs become suddenly light as he unknowingly had crested a rise. His legs moved faster, and he now used his arms for balance as the field started to drop away, undulating far more than he would have expected for a piece of commercial agricultural land.

And then he saw a head.

A head of black hair bobbing fifty yards or so ahead and below him. Tate couldn’t see his face, but he recognised the clothes, the jeans, the baggy black satin-look bomber jacket and baseball cap of the delivery driver. Hollywood clichés flashed through Tate’s mind of chases where the authorities call out to the suspect ‘Stop, police’ or ‘Stop, thief’. Tate gave no warning as he continued to hurtle downhill towards the assassin.

Tate was gaining on him now, each step taking him nearer to grabbing the man he had been sent to extradite. Perhaps it was the sound of his feet or some other sixth sense, but the assassin abruptly turned.

In the fraction of a second it took Tate to realise what was happening, the man had raised his handgun and two, supressed rounds were hurtling towards him.

Tate skidded left but was too slow as both rounds slammed into his chest with the force of a sledgehammer. Tate was punched sideways. Crashing into the ground, his back smashed into the earth, the air was abruptly forced out of his lungs and the HK tumbled away from his grip. As his vision started to grey out, Tate’s fingers frantically felt for the quick release strap holding his Glock securely within its leg holster. Pushing with his left arm he managed to sit up, eyes narrow with pain, and one-handed aimed the sidearm back down the narrow path in the crops. The assassin’s head turned away as, with his own sidearm held in a two-handed grip, he scanned the ground for Tate. Shakily, Tate pulled the trigger and sent a round back at the man. It went wide as the man seemed to sense Tate’s shot and dropped to his knees to return fire before Tate’s round had the chance to reach him.

Tate rolled into the crop as the incoming supressed rounds kicked up clods of earth where, a moment before, he’d been lying. Tate’s rational mind wanted to know who this man was who had been sent to kill Fang Bao, but he ignored this. He had to defeat the man who was trying to kill him, he would only worry about who he was later.

Tate rose to his knees, wincing at the pain in his chest, and crawled parallel to the path through the wheat. He could see his HK lying on the other side of the path, but there was no way he could get to it without presenting himself as an
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