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For several weeks, David had struggled to get more than two or three hours of sleep each night. Long, gruelling days at work—tackling one of the most complex operations in recent years—had left him physically and mentally sapped. Worse, every time he closed his eyes, he was haunted by the same nightmare: his beloved grandfather trapped in a blazing inferno, unable to escape.

After thirty relentless hours on the job, exhaustion finally claimed him. For the first time in days, he collapsed into bed and fell into a deep sleep.

Around 10:00 pm or so, his phone rang insistently. He desperately wanted to throw it out the window or switch it off and go back to sleep, but he knew he couldn’t. As he reached for it, he saw a message pop up on his encrypted phone screen ordering him to return to headquarters immediately.

Despite his bloodshot eyes and sleep-deprived state, he pulled himself together and climbed out of the right side of his comfortable king-size bed, recently purchased in the hope of enjoying a better night’s sleep. In his haze, he managed to place his feet in the wrong slippers, but his lingering tiredness made him too slow to notice. Frustrated, he kicked them aside, shuffled barefoot to the bathroom, and forced himself to take a quick, hot shower.

As he stepped out of the shower, David noticed some white paint smudged on his matching Gucci silk jacquard dressing gown—a leftover from the redecoration of his ostentatious apartment earlier that day. Despite the lingering smell of gloss that should have alerted him, his grogginess hadn’t yet allowed him to fully wake up. He tried brushing off the paint, but the stubborn stain resisted, leaving him resigned to its unwelcome permanence.

He naturally slipped into a navy blue slim-fitting suit and white shirt, opting not to wear a tie. His black Oxford shoes were polished to perfection, and he deemed himself fit for purpose as he looked into one of the life-size mirrors built into his bedroom wardrobe. Combing his hair methodically, he pondered whether to shave or adopt a more casual look tonight.

David’s residence was an eighth-floor apartment in a sought-after area of Westminster, featuring polished marble floors, tasteful artwork, and shelves lined with collectable first-edition books. His wardrobes were neatly organised, showcasing a collection of well-tailored suits and shirts—each piece a testament to his professional success and attention to detail. Recently upgraded for his security, hidden from visitors, was a specially designed strong room with reinforced walls and iron bars, complete with provisions to last up to two weeks in case of an emergency.

David James, a seasoned British Secret Service agent affectionately known as DJ by his closest colleagues and confidants, was highly ambitious and career-driven. Though a tough taskmaster in many ways, he was also fair and unwaveringly loyal to his team—his cherished, chosen family.

For some, his name was considered common and hardly a good cover, yet this went in his favour. Things hidden in plain sight are traits that the Secret Intelligence Service (SIS) and other spy agencies capitalise on.

At around six feet tall, with piercing green eyes and neatly cropped dark hair, his athletic frame radiated charm and charisma, qualities most men would have given their right arm for.

Normally, David was on the ball but lately, rushing into the office in the dead of night had been wearing on him. Despite the fog of exhaustion, he pushed himself to snap into action and keep moving.

As he shut his door behind him, next-door’s Siamese cat shot past like a furry missile, tail puffed up to maximum alarm mode. Had she fled in terror, or had she been ejected mid-flight by her ever-feuding owners—an esteemed (yet eternally yelling) Dutch diplomatic duo? The walls shook with another round of high-volume diplomacy, a multilingual mix of insults and indignation. The neighbours had tried to evict them, only to be effortlessly outmanoeuvred by diplomatic immunity. David sighed, rolling his eyes as he fought the urge to hammer on their door and demand peace talks. He wasn’t cut out for international relations.

Outside, on a depressingly and bitterly cold winter’s evening, amid heavy rains and fierce winds lashing London and most of England with vengeance, David faced the raw elements head-on. Under a bright overhead streetlight, he caught sight of his reflection in the huge puddle beside his government-issued black BMW, with its bulletproof and reinforced plating.

David chuckled to himself as he realised his foot had suddenly gotten wet. “I don’t believe it,” he muttered under his breath, wiping freezing rain off his barely warm face and washing away his favourite and expensive cologne. Not even three months old, his size 11 shoes, purchased while on operation in Italy, and now water was getting in! Surprisingly, these were the only pair he had on hand.

Despite the hole being less than the size of a small 5p coin beneath the weak sole of his left shoe, leaving his dark cashmere sock soaking wet, David pushed through the discomfort, remaining determined to carry on undeterred by this frustrating hindrance.

A thorough rummage in the car just to double check if he had a suitable replacement pair turned up a single pair of white holiday flip-flops, still wrapped up, from a weekend holiday in Worthing the previous summer. He laughed to himself at what his colleagues would make of him wearing those on his feet while suited and booted for business.

To fire himself up, he selected his favourite workout music from the Rocky IV soundtrack and drove at speed, under the cover of darkness, blaring it out at almost full blast with his window partially open to stave off fatigue, much to the annoyance of sleeping neighbours and pedestrians rushing to their night shifts or returning home.

At number 43, Mr Rogers waved his fist in anger as the bass and boom shook the walls and roused his pet parrot Poly from a deep sleep! Polly responded by squawking along to the music, adding her own cacophony to the mix!

David had just been summoned to personally oversee a critical mission assigned by his superiors. Day and night, tourists passed by the green-and-cream building at 85 Albert Embankment, near Vauxhall Bridge, oblivious to its true purpose and the high-stakes operations carried out within. Even locals, once awed by its imposing presence, had grown indifferent, the building’s mystique now fading into the fabric of the city’s everyday life.

Before arriving at work, he drove to his preferred night café to buy some much-needed coffee with a generous dose of espresso. He hoped it would help him clear his mind and navigate the long night ahead. Most of the country continued to sleep, tucked under warm duvets without a care in the world, so David was naturally relieved to see the café still open as he pulled up. He quickly parked and darted inside as fast as he could to avoid a serious drenching.

As he briskly entered the small café and poured himself an extra-large fresh coffee, David uncharacteristically blanked Vinnie’s friendly greeting. He had previously helped the owner to get into a private hospital after a serious stroke but tonight he was seriously rushed and there were a good number of people patiently in line to buy food and hot drinks.

A young lady in front of him looked like she had just stumbled out of a nightclub or perhaps about to return for seconds. She stunk like a brewery and wore more makeup than anything else. This was once considered indecent exposure, but now it was fashionable and considered a must for youngsters to flaunt.

Behind David stood a much older man, his face so heavily tattooed it resembled a mural rather than human skin. In the past, such extensive tattoos might have been considered illicit, but now, as the old song went, “Anything Goes.” David couldn’t help but wonder what kind of trauma this poor soul must have endured.

As David slowly approached the cluttered counter, adorned with Hindu idols and filled with the aroma of incense, soft Hindu chants played in the background. He had already consumed more than half of his piping hot coffee, sweetened with an extra dose of sugar. Feeling lightheaded from the lack of food, he grabbed a couple of high-protein, low-sugar chocolate bars from the middle shelf and began to tuck in. The snack gave him a much-needed second wind, and by the time Vinnie greeted him with his customary smile and friendly chatter, the usual jovial David had returned to his old self.

In recent years, David had become more conscious of his weight and had recently slimmed down so much that people commented on how he looked twenty years younger. His increased ability to swim underwater for longer periods and run farther, along with his improved skin complexion, were just some of the benefits he enjoyed from his impressive weight loss. This newfound and welcomed confidence not only resulted in a permanent spring in his step but also led him to inadvertently meet a beautiful veterinarian from Brazil. But memories of those days—bittersweet as they were—were tucked away for now, or so he thought.

David’s mind wandered, temporarily lost in the nostalgia of how far he had come. As he waited patiently, he suddenly had a vivid flashback to a late night when, barefoot and running in the light drizzle as was his habit, he passed a supermarket parking lot. The faint, plaintive cries of an animal reached his ears, stopping him in his tracks. Doubling back, he was shocked to discover an old dog in terrible condition, its frail body trembling in the shadows. David raced home to grab his shoes and keys, nearly colliding with an out-of-service double-decker bus as it breezed past at alarming speed. Returning to the lot, he carefully scooped up the poor animal, its frailty tugging at his heart, and drove straight to the nearest veterinary clinic.

Because it had been a particularly quiet night, the senior vet on duty decided to attend a local amateur production of Madame Butterfly. However, her evening was cut short by an urgent call summoning her back to the clinic. What followed was a gruelling, all-night battle to save the poor dog’s life. David watched the effort unfold, his heart weighed down with worry but also brimming with hope that this act of compassion might give the abandoned creature another chance.

Oscar was the name David fondly gave him when they were reunited later that day. He was a lovely old Golden Labrador with arthritis in his back legs. It also transpired during further tests that he was in fact almost blind in both eyes. Perhaps that was why he was cruelly dumped, or maybe old age had finally caught up with him.

Sadly, a few weeks later he died after losing his appetite and vomiting up blood repeatedly over his final weekend. Inoperable cancer was diagnosed. But during those brief days and very happy times together, both dog and David bonded and enjoyed a loving and special relationship. It had also been the first time in quite some time that David was in London for a prolonged period of time, so that had also benefited Oscar during his winter years. He died in the loving hands and in the safe surroundings of David’s cosy apartment.

The last thing Oscar’s fading spirit and lifeless body heard was David’s reassuring and soothing voice: “It was lovely knowing you, my old furry friend. Your friendship and company after long days at work and always so happy for a midnight walk whatever the weather was something I will long remember. Rest now my dear old friend. You have certainly earned it.”

The vet’s name was Juliana, and she had immigrated from Brazil. She had a fiery personality, an infectious sense of humour, and easily stole David’s heart with her gorgeous, long, naturally curly dark hair and her adorable, intense brown eyes. Although she wasn’t the most confident swimmer, David, ever the gentleman, offered to help her. He also enjoyed learning new languages, so she agreed to help him with his Portuguese while he helped her improve her English. Their friendship quickly blossomed into a romantic relationship. However, like his past relationships, this one also fizzled out. David always feared his true identity might be exposed. Betrayal was a constant shadow in his life, and he worried that loved ones could be bribed or blackmailed to trap him.

What drew her to him most was his effortless confidence and the undeniable presence he carried. His sharp sense of humour and the way he could lift her spirits, even when he struggled with his own, only deepened her feelings. He became her world—so much so that loving him sometimes felt more like a beautiful ache than pure joy.

David delighted in playfully teasing her, hiding her jacket, socks, and boots in the gazebo, allowing him to lovingly carry her back to his car wrapped in his own coat to drop her home. He would later return to retrieve them for her, cherishing each moment of their whirlwind romance.

One day, David managed to convince her to meet him at St. Pancras station at 7 a.m. with her passport, then whisked her away to the City of Love—Paris. She had no idea where they were headed, and naturally, they loved every second of it.

The adorable pair happily and proudly walked hand in hand through the bustling streets of Paris, mixing with tourists and locals savouring the aroma of freshly cooked meals and lingering coffee and lattes in the air. He paid a local street painter who looked just like Cristiano Ronaldo some 50 euros to paint her portrait while others gathered round to watch. To any observer, they appeared as a picturesque couple deeply in love or newly wed.

As David confidently conversed in near-fluent French with young and old Parisians as they darted in and out of expensive boutiques, it only further deepened her love and adoration for him.

Never before had she met someone who had swept her off her feet so quickly and unexpectedly. As they were about to go into the Eiffel Tower, a heavily built man wearing a grey threadbare beret came out of nowhere and viciously grabbed her designer bag, making a run for it.

She panicked and instinctively screamed out loud in her native language, desperately hoping someone would stop the man, plagued by dread she would never see her items again. She knew all her personal belongings in the world were in her Chanel handbag. Desperately, she pleaded with David not to engage the man, believing he was probably carrying a weapon and fearing for his safety.

Undeterred, David gave chase and quickly caught the thief. In the struggle, David delivered a swift leg kick, knocking the thief off balance, and then pinned him firmly to the ground while waiting for the local gendarmes to arrive and arrest him. As the man lay injured on the ground, calling for help, two gaunt-looking accomplices raced to his aid. David immediately spotted them and discreetly moved away from Juliana, out of her sight, to reveal his concealed gun.

“Get back,” he ordered them in French. The men immediately stopped and looked at one another, wondering who this man was and what he might do next.

Gathering their courage, they began to slowly move towards him like hungry hyenas. He shouted again, “Stay back!” The power and force of his words, coupled with his gun reflecting the midday sun, did the job.

Before anything else could happen, police swarmed the area like a flock of flies, and the criminals quickly disappeared into the busy crowd leaving their wounded comrade to his own fate. 

“It was like something out of a movie,” Juliana would later say to him holding him for dear life as her heart raced with excitement. “You moved like lightning, and he had no chance of escaping you,” she further added, her eyes sparkling with glee and pride and certainly mixed with some lingering fear.

“Force-feed him eggshells,” David snapped sarcastically to the spectators now gathering around to enjoy this impromptu drama as the police prepared to cuff the thief and take him away. This side of David’s raw and dangerous nature was something only his SIS colleagues knew all too well.

Some Parisians and others conversed with one another, wondering how he might be an off-duty English soldier or perhaps Superman running out of a nearby restaurant coming to the rescue of this poor damsel in distress. Others insisted he must have been hired to protect vulnerable tourists who had witnessed petty crime of late, as the lazy and sometimes clumsy police were more of a hindrance than help to those in need.

David, of course, threw up a quick smokescreen to try and play down his knight in shining armour act. But somewhere in Juliana’s suspicious heart, she instinctively knew that David was not all he appeared to be—a standard-issue government employee clocking in and out from 9 to 5.

With her family living in Brazil, Juliana had invited him to her workplace to meet her sole and aging business partner and close staff members, but of course, he could never reciprocate this due to obvious reasons. The best he could offer was to introduce her to one of his stand-in colleagues at his apartment or some nondescript location and hope this would go some way in showing her his desire for openness. This failed, and she unfairly accused him of not only hiding his true occupation from her but also entertained the idea he may have been a professional criminal due to his oversensitivity and how easily he dealt with the thief in question.

Over time David and Juliana slowly drifted apart until it was too late to try and salvage things. David was naturally distraught over losing such a beautiful woman inside and out, but his job was, in many ways, his true soul mate.

“Hey, buddy.” David snapped out of his daydream as Vinnie, grinning at his favourite late-night customer, greeted him. “Someone doesn’t look so bright tonight,” he added with a playful tone as David finally reached the counter.

“Yeah, you could say that. The boss wants me back at my desk like an hour ago, so all my hope is on this one coffee and these chocolate bars getting me over the finish line,” David said, smiling.

In the midnight dash of the night, David had left his Bellroy wallet at home. “How embarrassing,” he thought to himself, knowing perfectly well there were a good number of people still waiting behind him to be served. And worse still, the night café was shortly to close for the day.

As he was about to explain the awkward oversight, Vinnie said rather blasé, “Next time, and settle up with me then.”

A relieved quick smile and a rather grateful nod, and David ran back to the car, just missing a fresh downpour of heavy rain mixed with sleet and hail. Normally he would not care about this sort of thing but he knew perfectly well all eyes would be on him when he arrived at his unit to oversee one of the British government’s most ambitious drone strikes on foreign soil in recent years.

Only several hours earlier, he was cut up in rush-hour traffic by a black taxi full of passengers near London Bridge. The driver was from Turkey or perhaps Syria, and it had almost come to blows before a local police unit passing by moved in to break up the spat. What infuriated David was not so much the careless driving of the London cabby but how the driver got out, screaming and shouting at him in his own tongue. This was what David hated most about multicultural Britain.

As David dashed into the entrance of SIS, he spotted one of his favourite elderly security guards, Harry, on duty that night. There was no time for a chat, so he offered a quick greeting before stepping into the lift and heading straight to the basement deep underground, still clutching his nearly empty coffee cup.

Upon arrival, David noticed a mix of familiar faces and some unknown nervously standing around, constantly checking their watches and phones. Among them was a slightly larger man with open buttons on his white shirt, visibly stained with food, and sporting a suit so tight that even a child could barely wear it. (Even spies are not always the most disciplined!)

The reason for such a late rendezvous was a retaliatory drone strike personally ordered by the Foreign Secretary in response to Islamic terrorists’ failed attempt to kill her while she was visiting Barcelona on government business.

The assault had left her British bodyguards, driving behind her in their backup car, blown to pieces. Her own supposedly bombproof vehicle was torn open like a baked bean can after speeding over a massive crude 500-pound homemade bomb. Her survival, along with that of her lone female SIS bodyguard and chauffeur, was nothing short of miraculous.

Her Spanish outriders and local police were conspicuously absent when the full assault took place! Whitehall speculated whether this was due to recent incursions on the Spain/Gibraltar border. Either way, it left a bitter taste lingering in London’s mouth for quite some time.

Months of meticulous planning and advanced surveillance, including internet and phone monitoring, allowed David to finally track down the mastermind and his team of assassins behind the audacious attack.

The operation would also serve to showcase David’s faithful and unblemished service for SIS, known more commercially as MI6. And tonight was the night that such terrorists would finally meet their Creator!

By now, live pictures were being relayed to SIS’s operational room. Dawn had already broken in Indonesia, and the longer he waited to order the strike, the greater the chance of innocent people being caught up in the event, suffering injury, or even dying.

The room was still filling up with more civil servants and spies and VIPs as they gathered to enjoy a perfect bird’s-eye view of the deadly drone, circling unnoticed and unheard hundreds of feet above the third-largest Indonesian island of Sumatra.

To David’s utter dismay, some of his more experienced colleagues had been behaving unprofessionally—rowdy and even over-hyperactive. The pressure was clearly mounting for everyone to ensure this operation went well. David suddenly demanded that everybody be silent or get out, as he weighed the pros and cons of when to strike. 

The area of interest was a small cluster of old mud huts and several corrugated lockups, all joined unevenly together in the Aceh Province. Somehow, people managed to live and survive in such squalor. This dense region, in one of the poorest nations on earth, made David’s decision even more agonising. Less than an hour before, eyes on the ground had confirmed that those responsible for the Barcelona attack were present, either to collect payment or receive orders to plan another possible terror attack before moving on. It was now or never to take them out.

He was about to order the strike when his eye suddenly caught an aerial shot to the right of an elderly man hunched over, followed by two or three very young children dancing around a half-starved cow in tow under the scorching sun, slowly approaching There was no way they could survive such a devastating air strike so near, so he had to wait for them to safely pass.

The director general entered the room and began to speak discreetly on the phone, giving David a reassuring nod of approval to move when ready. David would later learn that the Palace was being personally briefed minute by minute as the final pieces of the puzzle were being put together.

Normally, the Ministry of Defence would oversee this type of deadly operation, but SIS had bypassed them to personally seek vengeance for the near-death of their popular and loyal Secretary of State. After what felt like an eternity of waiting on tenterhooks, the family and their lone cow safely passed the point of danger. They would never know how close they all came to being killed.

David reached for what was now left of his cold coffee, gulped down the remains, threw the cup in the bin, took one final look around the room to survey a plethora of eyes firmly fixed on him, took a deep breath, and made his decision. On his sole command, the hellfire missile was fired and after what felt like a lifetime of waiting, the target hit all the terrorists involved to devastating perfection as they were quickly eliminated.

Ministers watching live on large monitors in Whitehall applauded, while those watching in Downing Street and the Foreign Office quickly commended and congratulated their most decorated SIS officer for mission accomplished.

The number of innocent combatants or collateral damage on this occasion – a term David despised – would never be known. But eyes on the ground later confirmed all targets were indeed neutralised.

As David took a deep sigh of relief, conscious of his wet left foot, he compared the moment to the emotional end of a live concert or a popular play. One by one, David’s colleagues and spectators quietly exited the building, heading home. The final crescendo had passed, and in some ways, it felt somewhat anticlimactic for David. He was still too wired to return home and sleep straight away, so he sat with his section chief in his office. They spent an hour or two mulling over the success of the operation, with classical music playing softly in the background, before retiring in the early morning hours.

SIS chiefs ordered David to take a much-deserved week’s leave to rest up and recharge his drained batteries. But the first thing he felt demanded his attention after a good eight-hours sleep was to purchase a better and sturdier pair of British-made shoes!
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While studying medicine at Edinburgh University, David excelled academically and graduated with distinction. But an unexpected twist altered his path. Katie, a seasoned diplomat in her 40s who had tragically broken her back while deployed in Harare, had recognised David’s potential early on—during his brief work experience at a civil service office in London before university. Unknown to David, her top-secret recommendation would remain sealed for nearly a decade.

Katie never missed a day at work, even when ill. When not using her blue and silver-accented wheelchair to slowly navigate the busy office, she relied on crutches to make her way toward the tea and coffee station. The only flaw that David observed was her habit of chain-smoking her favourite brand, Benson & Hedges, in a side office. Whenever anybody entered, the windows needed to be opened immediately. Her clothes, of course, were filled with the stench of nicotine, to which she was immune but not those non-smokers in her vicinity. But apart from this one vice, he always liked and respected her.

He often remembered her telling him about how she broke her back. One day, she was driving home in the dark from the High Commission when her car hit a huge pothole. The car tipped upside down, and locals rushed to help her. In the panic, she was pulled too harshly, and her back broke.

Due to her restricted immobility and uncomfortable leg braces, she was unable to fill the kettle herself, so she would ask for young David’s help. This, in turn, allowed for some much-needed banter between them during office hours.

After her retirement, she learned of his successful entrance into SIS. They had hoped to meet up for old times’ sake on several occasions, but it never came to fruition. However, David always knew deep down that she was one of the key figures in his long and privileged journey into the world of espionage.

David’s grandfather, Bill, a long-term widower, was born on the outskirts of Edinburgh at the turn of the twentieth century. He kindly offered David a home and board while he studied nearby. Bill’s wife had died suddenly years earlier from scarlet fever, devastating both Bill and his only child, Nick, David’s father.

Bill was a real man’s man. Solid as a rock, gentle as a dove, very generous and possibly the kindest and most thoughtful person David had known. Plus, he was a true patriot who loved the Crown and country, always radiating this sentiment around young David.

Much to his bitter regret, Bill had been unable to serve in the police or military due to being partially deaf and had left school at age fifteen to support his poor family as a butcher apprentice.

In those days before World War II, public transportation in his rural part of Scotland was practically non-existent. Unable to drive, he would wake up at 3 am six days a week and set out for work before 4 am. He would then walk eight miles to his workplace in all weathers, occasionally receiving a lift from the local police for the remaining distance if fortunate enough. This was his diligent and rigorous routine until his retirement.

One of the family members who owned the chain of butcher shops where Bill worked was a bishop in the Church of England. The bishop’s two great loves were racing his brand-new Mercedes up and down the motorway and shooting. When the bishop died, his obituary stated that he was “never happier than when he had a bird in his sight.”

David fondly remembered Bill explaining to him in great detail the pain he felt when he accidentally severed his left thumb when chopping meat up on his butcher’s block. But undeterred, he never allowed this handicap to hold him back.

David’s grandfather would play a pivotal role in persuading the young lad to fulfil his duty to the nation in ways he himself never could. “David, your country has shaped everything you are. Some people can be a doctor, but not everyone can serve, defend, and if necessary, sacrifice their lives for their country,” his grandfather would tell him during his formative years.

Clarence Wilkerson was David’s lead tutor while studying medicine—an esteemed consultant with a PhD, well-respected in both clinical practice and research. He was also a former SIS associate, frequently tasked with spotting and recruiting promising students for the Service. His sharp eye for talent had made him a key figure in the network, though most of his international students knew him only as a brilliant, if eccentric, medical instructor. With his jagged yellow teeth and hair sprouting from his ears, Wilkerson struck his students as odd but undeniably brilliant. He cared little for clothing—someone once joked that he “looked like an unmade bed”—and always wore red Hugo Boss designer spectacles, which only added to his unusual appearance.

Yet, none of them knew of Wilkerson’s patriotic past. Years earlier, he had faced burnout and disgrace after failing to dismantle a German spy ring that had infiltrated the British embassy in Berlin, where he had worked undercover as a consultant. Fired from the Service, he returned to teaching medicine in his native Scotland. Three other promising students mentored by Wilkerson were ultimately denied admission to SIS, but David secured a position, marking his place among the elite.

David’s preferred career as a doctor, however, came to an abrupt halt when he refused to join a secret society. Though joining would have accelerated his medical career and offered significant bonuses, his instincts told him otherwise, and he politely declined. His refusal enraged the hospital’s chief executive and some of his shadowy superiors, who blackballed him, halting his career before it even began.

When David discovered the betrayal, he threatened to expose the conspiracy. But before he could act, they framed him for a misdiagnosis during his residency—the tragic mistake that led to the death of a middle-aged patient from sepsis. The hospital swiftly covered up the incident and forced David to sign a gag order. Their menacing legal team made it clear: if he refused, they would destroy him in court, bankrupting him with legal fees. But David neither forgave nor forgot. He vowed revenge.

Fortunately, Wilkerson’s recommendation had already reached SIS. David’s bedside manner was about to take on a whole new meaning.

Devastatingly for David, around this time, his grandfather was killed in a tragic house fire while on holiday in Tenerife one summer. It later transpired that the property owner—a retired professional boxer with a dubious past in the underworld, who was rumoured, to have once sparred with Reg Kray—had previously lived there and made serious enemies. This led to his property being firebombed in an attempt to kill him over a disputed criminal debt. Sadly, David’s grandfather was an innocent and undeserving victim, caught in the crossfire of the man’s past crimes.

The criminals were later tracked down to a seedy part of Copenhagen where they were arrested and then repatriated back to Tenerife to be sentenced to five years in prison for arson, but after pleading guilty to manslaughter, they were quietly released after serving just two and a half years. Bill would never witness his only grandchild joining the Secret Intelligence Service.

David and his parents attended the court hearings following his horrific death. Their anguish was only prolonged by the sweltering packed courtroom and visitor gallery in Tenerife, coupled with the men in question showing no remorse while belligerently pleading guilty in the hope of a lesser sentence.

David was the main casualty of this terrible and senseless event. Nightmares plagued him for years especially when he was stressed in his daily life. Visions of his aging and helpless grandfather trapped in his hire home while burning to death only further tormented him. The mere prison sentences handed down to these evil criminals further solidified David’s innate belief in the need for real justice and doing the right thing for those in need.

Over time, David came to appreciate and understand the true importance of serving his country. His desire to join SIS was ultimately done to honour the memory of his late and treasured grandfather.

Unbeknownst to his superiors, David secretly tracked these men down after their release from prison and took matters into his own hands. After torturing them for some considerable time he forced them to kneel before shooting them one by one in the back of the head. Some begged while others wept uncontrollably like little children, while David enjoyed being their judge and executioner.

Only David’s parents were privileged to know what he truly did for a living and the personal price he routinely paid for his beloved country. To maintain maximum inconspicuousness, his cover was that of a typical civil servant performing administrative duties in a dimly lit and musty back room at the Foreign Office in London.

If ever pressed to explain further to curious parties, he claimed to hold the position of a junior executive officer, residing as a lodger in a modest one-bedroom apartment in Streatham where he struggled to make ends meet, surviving on a London allowance. David also enjoyed hamming up his bitterness and feeling of disgruntlement over past failures to make promotion.

To those in the know, he actually held the position of team leader, overseeing operatives worldwide, with teams ranging from dozens to hundreds at any given moment.

Like all spooks secretly recruited to live a hidden and mysterious life, in David’s line of work, one had to be very careful and cautious about how much of the secret world was revealed. Living a double life was complicated and mentally challenging. Therefore, twice a year, he was minded to consult his agency’s in-house psychologist to help him maintain a healthy and balanced life. However, he had refused to attend these mandatory sessions for over fifteen years.

David despised such sit-down meetings or lying on the couch, and he enjoyed mocking them as a complete waste of time and pointless talking shops. Those he was expected to talk things over with never got their hands dirty and rarely, if ever, would see spies up close and in action, having to make life and death decisions in split seconds with irreversible consequences.

“They train us to kill, and then they expect us to be good little boys and girls and not upset the apple cart when things go sideways,” David often remarked. Had he been an American, he would almost certainly have been head of his section or possibly director general by now. But because he was raised in an upper working-class family, promotion to the top job was dreadfully sluggish, though not inconceivable.

David was the only child born to his loving parents, and his circle of close friends outside the spy world could barely be counted on one hand. In addition to speaking French almost fluently, David also was gifted in Spanish, after living in both countries consecutively for many years as a spy, and enjoyed multiple secondments to the US over his thriving and illustrious career to work alongside his counterparts at the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) and the National Security Agency (NSA).

British Special Forces and elite marksmen from Scotland Yard routinely trained him along with other selected spies in the UK. There had previously been an intense bidding war for him, but his popular section chief managed to fight them all off.

David had no official social media footprint, and what he once used now lay dormant, collecting digital dust. When he had a rare moment of free time, he would go online under the pseudonym ‘Sherlock Holmes’ in memory of his favourite British detective. He inherited his love of the old silver screen era from his father and grandfather.
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David had barely sat down at his desk and was about to switch on his laptop after the nice sunny weekend suffering slight sunburn when Ray, his section chief, looking hot and flustered, beckoned him into his office. David sensed something was seriously off and wasted no time. Ray, a genuinely popular and flamboyant Yorkshireman, came from a wealthy fifth-generation family of Plymouth Brethren furniture makers. However, he broke the mould when he left to fully give his heart to the Crown.

Ray had joined SIS over ten years beforehand after an unblemished career in the Military Police. His three great loves were his family, the service, and fly-fishing. His blunt and honest northern mannerisms along with his razor-sharp mind and his highly energised demeanour made him well-regarded within Whitehall. He was simply somebody who never sugar-coated anything and was the perfect section chief in waiting, and this was realised by his superiors. And his brilliant ability to be the best troubleshooter in the service only increased his stature.

What really won him friends in high places was how he skilfully and diplomatically helped the daughter of a senior Royal break free from a toxic relationship with a foreign royal while living overseas in his kingdom, all the while keeping Britain safe from any potential retaliation.

Ray personally flew to Riyadh and threatened his opposite number that if she was not on a plane with him back to City Airport within the hour, he would drip-feed damning and embarrassing information about the crown prince’s sleazy escapades and more, if necessary, to the world’s waiting media.

In less than thirty minutes of this fraught meeting, she was chauffeur-driven at speed to the airport where Ray greeted her and safely took her back to the UK with him.

The only real cross Ray had to carry was caring for his much-loved 28-year-old daughter, Charlotte, who had suffered with schizophrenia most of her life, leaving Ray and his wife as her sole caregivers. Ray’s son Christopher was tragically killed by a sniper while serving with the Parachute Regiment in Iraq in 2007. His mother never truly got over it, and his sister’s mental health only further deteriorated after this.

“David, this is between you and me, and only you and me. Is that clear?” his section chief sternly informed him as he loosened his red tartan wool style tie.

“Sure, what’s up chief?” David replied, looking rather perplexed.

“I want you to find the following man, and when you do, bring him to me. Is that clear?” he said while pacing up and down his spacious office.

“Yes, absolutely,” David shot off quickly.” He goes by the name of ‘William,’ but I seriously doubt that is his real name. He befriended my daughter where she volunteers part time, and she fell pretty hard for him. In actuality, he groomed her, or as it’s called in his grubby line of work, ‘seduced her’ over a prolonged period of time, before using and abusing her like a piece of old meat.”

Ray went on, “I know she is a grown woman, but she’s still my little girl. Since this occurred, she has hit rock bottom and tried to self-harm, but thankfully her mother stopped her in time. Furthermore, one of her friends found footage of her meeting this creep on social media, and it appears he is a professional PUA,” he added.

“A PUA?” David replied rather animated.

“Yes, a professional pick-up artist,” he replied, almost spelling it out in disgust. “This is a screenshot I have taken of him. Tap all your usual contacts and informants, and when you find him, you bring him to me. Is that clear?” he stated.

“Yes, chief. Understood,” David said. Ray insisted that all his agents call him “chief,” a nod to his admiration for all things American. His fondness for the nostalgia of the FBI’s early days made him a bit quirky, but with the power and authority he held, nobody ever questioned him.

This was one type of operation David had never been tasked with before, but he always relished a new challenge. This particular one would take him halfway across the globe in search of Maidenhead’s new ‘Casanova.’

David began doing online searches when it soon transpired that ‘William’ was actually Owen Lincoln, a popular dating coach and social media ace.

He was average looking, a little stocky, sported a well-trimmed beard and had a slightly receding hairline. There were no other distinctive features to make him stand out. It was his charm and confidence, David decided, that allowed him to be a real hit with the unsuspecting ladies.

Many of his covert escapades posted online had been taken down due to complaints over privacy and other issues, but new accounts kept popping up, with salacious material. And the most recent channel contained Lincoln’s lucrative website.

A more detailed search showed his site was registered to a company in the Cayman Islands. It was also discovered Lincoln hid behind multiple VPNs making it extra hard to track a regular IP address.

In less than 24 hours, David traced his whereabouts to Colombia, where he was conducting a so-called weekend ‘boot camp’ for new wannabe PUAs. David was shocked to learn the cost to attend such an event was just under four grand! This certainly wasn’t for poor people.

The grave mistake Lincoln made was to not only post his video showing his ‘clients’ how easy it is to pick up such women, but that he did not even bother to blur their faces out. And this, David believed, is what infuriated his section chief more than anything else.

As David’s government-chartered plane touched down at a military airbase in the early hours of the morning, he spotted a top-of-the-range Land Rover with additional weapons and ammunition onboard for his personal use, courtesy of the local embassy.

He got his phone out and checked the distance to this exclusive pay-only ‘boot camp’ in Bogotá; it was less than an hour from the airport.

As David drove, relishing the gentle Colombian breeze, memories of the number 1 hit, “La Bicicleta” by Carlos Vives and Shakira, flooded his mind. He quickly found it on YouTube and played it through the car’s impressive sound system.

Singing along in Spanish, SIS’s top spy enjoyed the rhythmic beats of the song while driving at speed. It helped steady his nerves and kept his feet firmly on the ground, psyching himself up for what lay ahead at the ‘boot camp.’

He was now nearing an upmarket part of town where Lincoln and one of his wingmen had hired a large room at the back of a bar and were in the middle of their slick three-day course.

Those present were men aged from their mid-20s to late 50s. David thought little about such people as it was their money at the end of the day, and you cannot tell people how to spend it either, he often thought to himself.

David wisely decided not to barge in immediately, so he made some discreet inquiries. He soon learned that Lincoln and another man were sharing a room at a five-star hotel up the road. Lincoln had previously been robbed by an unhappy customer, so he had insisted that one of his associates double as an unofficial bodyguard. Had this been in the UK, with backup just moments away, David would have simply grabbed Lincoln and taken him into custody. But being far from home, with no immediate support at hand, he decided to bide his time in a nearby room.

Several hours had passed while David sat patiently in his darkened room, listening intently to discern a few words above the noisy surroundings. It was now almost 11 pm when he heard excited voices coming from a car, which had just pulled up outside Lincoln’s room.

“He’s a natural one, isn’t he?” Lincoln’s wingman said to him.

“Yeah, he’ll have no problems pulling the ladies,” Lincoln said.

“That footage we got yesterday of him was outstanding with the different ladies he approached” Lincoln’s wingman added.

“So, that’s how they do it,” David thought to himself. “They invite those with the biggest bank balances to fly from anywhere in the world to their own little piece of paradise, and then coach them how to do the pick-up.”

David was tempted to make his move right then, but decided against it. He waited till both men were fast asleep in their room, and then he would be their unexpected ‘room service boy’ and serve them the ‘house special.’

“Chief, I have located Lincoln, and he is travelling with another Brit. They are sharing a room. I am going to pay them a visit shortly,” he added.

“Good work, David. Just keep him ‘nice and comfortable’ and I will be there as soon as possible” his chief replied almost purring down the phone.

“Roger that, chief,” David replied.

It was now nearing 3 am, the time people go into their deepest sleep and at their most vulnerable, and the perfect time spies like David enjoy paying unexpected visits on criminals and persons of interest.

David loaded his gun, attached the silencer, and slowly walked the thirty yards or so to where Lincoln and his buddy lay dead to the world. It was a sweltering night with bats and mosquitoes flying overhead, leading David to repeatedly wiped the sweat from his forehead.

As the door was locked, David used his skills as a spy to pick the lock and then crept in as silently as possible so as not to awaken his target. One floorboard was unexpectedly squeaky, so he had to tiptoe even more gently. Thankfully for him, music was playing in the room next door, which helped cushion his entrance.

On one side of the messy room slept Lincoln’s associate, separated by a small table with cameras, microphones, and tripods. It resembled a modest film studio for old B-movies. On the other side was Lincoln, sleeping while wearing an eye mask.

Both were snoring and so David walked over to where Lincoln was and put his right hand over his mouth, and then gently woke him. Experience had shown David that when this happens the target can either wake to fight or flight.

“Wakey, wakey, Romeo. Don’t say a word, or I’ll shoot your friend,” David said, as he teased Lincoln while pointing his gun directly towards his colleague. Lincoln tried to get up and fight David off, but was quickly overcome and subdued by David’s strength rendering him as helpless as a kitten.

David then handcuffed him. “Get up, be quiet, and let’s get going,” David ordered.

Lincoln obeyed, stopping only to slip on his footwear before being frog-marched away by David, wearing nothing but his boxer shorts and top. However, as they reached the door, Lincoln’s friend must have heard the commotion and came running out. David’s reflexes kicked in; he pistol-whipped Lincoln’s friend while forcing Lincoln to stay down. “Let’s get going,” David said to Lincoln. “Somebody wants to meet you,” he added menacingly, heightening the tension and stirring even more panic in Lincoln’s terrified mind as his eyes darted from side to side.

“Did you kill my friend? Did you kill him?” Lincoln begged to know. David remained silent to keep the pressure on him. Of course he had not killed him, just knocked him out cold.

“Get in the boot of my car and stay quiet. We are going for a short drive,” David said. The journey was, in fact, close to 90 long and sweltering minutes.

SIS enjoys safe houses all over the world and once David arrived, he messaged his chief, now airborne, where to meet him and Lincoln.

For now, the operation had gone very smoothly. All David needed was to wait and allow his section chief to enjoy his own private vendetta with Mr Lincoln.

The safe house for this operation was on an old property in the middle of nowhere. Perfect for what David needed. Any shouting or screaming would be pointless.

“Get out of the boot, and follow me,” David ordered Lincoln who was now suffering with severe cramping and dehydration. As David shoved Lincoln toward the house, he briefly reviewed how everything would probably end. Lincoln could only wriggle and struggle to stay upright, expecting the worst but hoping for something, anything better. Rats, like cats, ran wild; large spiders, like birds, lived in the corners, and the stale smell of damp only added to the horrors Lincoln must have felt.

Naturally, nobody slept, and when dawn finally came around Lincoln was further complaining of being thirsty. “Here, have this. Are you hungry too?” David responded while offering a stained cup filled with what loosely resembled water.

“No, just very thirsty,” Lincoln replied, as his eyes spoke impatience.

“So, how long have you been in this racket?” David asked Lincoln.

“You mean picking up girls?” he replied, downing his water despite the sour smell.

“I mean seducing women for financial or sexual kicks?” David added with some irritation in his tone.

“Ten years. But I don’t seduce anybody,” Lincoln replied, sounding more defensive. “Those I meet are all old enough to say yes or no, so I actually resent the term ‘seduced,’” he added trying hard to regain some of his lost dignity while cherishing every ounce of water in the dregs of his cup.

“I don’t care what you resent, buddy. You picked the wrong lady and her father is my boss, and when he arrives later today, you two can have a ‘cosy little chat’” David added with more menace in his voice.

Lincoln looked genuinely frightened and powerless to save himself. He simply had no idea who David was let alone how powerful his boss was.

On a personal level and at this stage of his life, David didn’t really care about PUAs, gigolos, escorts, or whatever term they went by. Orders were orders, and that’s all he cared about.

“I need to go to the toilet,” Lincoln desperately requested of David. “Sure” David replied. “Turn around while I undo your cuffs, and don’t think about doing anything stupid, you hear me?” David insisted.

Lincoln simply nodded in submission.

“It’s down there on the right. Leave the door open,” David added.

There was simply no way Lincoln could escape even if he wanted to. Barbwire lined the top of thirty-foot-high walls, and there was nowhere to go, even if he managed to scale them, with only marshlands and dangerous streams below.

Lincoln tried to flush the filthy toilet but was unable to. It was blocked and looked like it had been for quite some time. The stench was overbearing, and Lincoln felt more content in cuffs than spending any more time in this disgusting and dirty little room called a toilet.

“Okay, turn around and face the wall,” David ordered Lincoln as he came out. He then handcuffed him again and told him to sit down.

Several long and tedious hours passed with only minimal talk.

“Do you want some food?” David finally asked Lincoln.

“Yes, please,” he replied wondering if he had eaten his last meal ever the night before.

“We have beans or beans, so what will it be?” David said, laughing.

“Beans, I guess,” Lincoln replied, not sharing in the joke.

David heated up two small cans of beans, and they both ate every last bite.

“Is your boss in the mafia?” Lincoln asked him in a whispered tone, squirming slightly.

“You could say that,” David replied, somewhat smirking.

It wasn’t in David’s interest to reveal anything to his prisoner. All he was tasked to do was detain him until his boss arrived.

“My hands are hurting, please can you remove these handcuffs,” Lincoln requested.

“No, but I will loosen them for you” David firmly replied.

Lincoln nodded with some appreciation.

“Do you have a cigarette, please?” Lincoln asked, his voice rough with desperation.

David hesitated, his gaze drifting to the floor before he replied, “No, sorry. They’re not good for you anyway.”

Lincoln’s face fell, as he turned to glance at the boarded-up window beside him, where he could discern the gravel crunch of an approaching car and a door slammed loudly.

“Okay, the boss is here, Lincoln,” David declared to him.

Lincoln was clearly alarmed and wished he could break out, but knew it was simply impossible. David went to open the door and the chief entered the rundown safe house.

“Here’s your man Mr Lincoln, chief,” David said. “And he is very eager to talk to you about the mafia,” David said being facetious.

The chief walked towards him and ordered David to uncuff him.

The chief furiously began interrogating Lincoln, demanding whether he recognised this lady as he showed him a photo of her, while looking obstinately at him.

“No,” was the mute reply.

“Look again, she is my daughter,” he added sounding more animated as he loosened his tie slowly.

By now, it began to dawn on Lincoln, who was feeling rather sick, who the lady actually was. But he was clueless as to who her father was.

“Your ‘pick-up’ skills are pretty impressive, aren’t they, Lincoln! But you picked the wrong one when you messed with my little girl,” he added as he removed his tie while pacing back and forth. He then removed his suit jacket and rolled his white sleeves up.

Without warning, he punched Lincoln in the face, causing him to fall out of his chair. Then he began kicking him in the abdomen while demanding he get up and fight.

David had never seen his chief this enraged and didn’t know how far things would go.

“Heat up the open fire, David” his chief ordered him.

The safe house was already sweltering from the summer heat, and without air conditioning, David wondered how long this would last.

“Pass me one of those open fire poker sets too,” he demanded.

Lincoln went white as a sheet as he realised what was about to come his way.

“Hold him down, David. I’m going to give him a tattoo that will forever remind him about my little girl.”

Torture and other means of inflicting pain are part and parcel of the spy world, and yet David knew this was going too far and waited to see whether or not his boss was bluffing.

By now Lincoln was panicking and putting up a major struggle. David’s boss lay into him again, kicking him black and blue, and then as he was about to burn one of the poker sets on his face, David stepped in.

“Chief, it’s enough. Look at him. He’s had enough,” David protested, playing the peacemaker. “Give me the poker set and let’s go. He’s learnt his lesson, chief,” David further pleaded.

Lincoln was on the verge of passing out when the chief looked directly into his eyes and delivered a chilling ultimatum: “Delete the footage of my daughter and find yourself a real job. If I ever catch wind of you resurfacing that sick video or crossing my path again, consider yourself a dead man,” he concluded, his voice carrying the weight of a final warning.

No response was forthcoming, only the look of desperate relief that it was now over. He had learnt his lesson.

“Let’s go,” David’s chief replied rather abruptly as he put his suit jacket back on and stuffed his tie into his trouser pocket.

David helped Lincoln to his feet, extinguished the fire, and splashed cold water on his bloodied face. He then told him to walk a few miles to a small village, where he could call his friend to pick him up.

As both SIS agents drove back to the airport in their cars to catch a flight back to London on the chief’s private jet, David took one last glance in his rear-view mirror at Lincoln staggering down the beaten track, happy to live to see another day.

“You were right to stop me, David,” the chief said. “I wanted to kill him, but thankfully you were there to stop me,” he said as he looked down thirty thousand feet in the air.

David did not reply. There was no need; he always had his chief’s back, and knew perfect well he had David’s too.
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Chapter 4
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Since 9/11, spies around the world have been tasked with investing more manpower into learning and delving deeper into the Muslim mindset and infiltrating radical Mosques at home and abroad.

David had always been careful and sensitive not to stereotype all Muslims as being terrorists, but he could not help but notice how most terrorists in recent years had been Muslims. At least those that were prepared to die for their cause and their god.

Against the advice of his politically correct superiors, he decided to purchase his own copy of the Quran and read it. He knew next to nothing about this particular religion or any religion for that matter. For him, Christmas and Easter were just convenient occasions to eat too much and then sleep. In fact, he had worked long days and nights over the past dozen or so Christmases, and Easter was no different.

Having attended secular state schools and growing up in a non-religious family, David was never a true atheist in the strict sense. Even as a child, he found the theory of evolution somewhat comical; his analytical mind clearly told him that things—like his secret spy gadgets—were brilliantly and deliberately created, rather than evolving by mere chance.

Early Saturday morning, he flew to Paris to meet a promising informant. The Treasury had specially earmarked thousands of euros to pay his new contact from Algiers, who claimed to have many connections living and working in the UK, with sympathies toward the most extreme
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