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“That ain’t what I signed up for.”  Delta Force veteran of ten years Drew Parker complained.

“Quit bitching Parker, it’s done now.” Jake Mitchell the mission leader told him, “Yeah it was TARFU, but shit happens. It weren’t nobody’s fault. You got six weeks off now to recharge before your reup kicks in.”

“I ain’t going to reup. Soon as we’re back in Bragg I’m gonna withdraw my papers.”

“You’re kidding. For fucks sake, what you gonna do, you’ve been in uniform for nearly half your life?”

It was an exaggeration, but almost thirteen years was a long time. “I don’t know yet; I’ll think of something. I just had enough of being a tool for asshole politicians to achieve their own aims. Our motto is supposed be To Free The Oppressed, not To Protect Politicians’ Asses. People died in that op, innocent people, people who had nothing to do with either side of that argument, and even less to do with the USA.”

The detachment of eight men from ‘C’ Squadron had been sent to Lobaye, a small prefecture of the Central African Republic, their mission to kidnap Andre Mbuti, leader of a small group of rebels claiming independence for the region. The object of the hurriedly arranged mission was to take Mbuti across the border into Cameroon where he was to have been held incommunicado by military contractors until he agreed to give up his struggle for independence. 

The team had been told that although there was little or no chance of the rebels achieving their aims, the so far noisy but non-violent struggle was discouraging investment in a new uranium deposit. The US was anxious to secure the rights to develop the resource, if only to deny yet further influence in the area by Russia or China. What they hadn’t been told, although had worked out for themselves, was that this was a face-saving exercise for a member of the Senate Energy and Natural Resources Committee who had already given assurances that the rights had been secured.

The last-minute briefing was just that, brief. Mbuti’s base was a private compound guarded by six poorly trained and equipped men. They were to arrive in theatre forty-eight hours in advance of the op, and under the cover of darkness recce the area. Then using absolute minimum force, disarm and incapacitate his protection before extraction. It was crucial that no evidence of US involvement be left behind, and that his protection detail be left bound, gagged, and blindfolded for discovery by others the following day.

The mission had been dogged by difficulties from day one. Their arrival at Yaoundé, the Cameroon capital by scheduled flights from Paris via Air France had been delayed by eight hours. The base that had been provided on the outskirts of the city was poorly lit making inspection of the weapons and vehicles difficult and time consuming. The weapons were all pre-used and either Russian manufacture or copies, which although they had all used similar tools before, were not what they would have chosen, and there had been no opportunity to test fire. The anonymous combat uniforms they were given were poorly fitting and uncomfortable, particularly in Drew’s case with his massive build.

Journeying through the dense rain forest along poorly constructed and unmaintained roads was an obstacle course for the Land Rover and Toyota pickup, both of which had seen better days. Thankfully they’d had no difficulty crossing the unmanned border but they were over twenty-four hours late arriving in theatre. Despite the delays, base ordered them to complete the mission within the original time frame.

Their recce of the compound took place in the late hours of the evening with the intention of proceeding with the op at midnight. Before they withdrew they satisfied themselves that the compound and the security were largely as described at their briefing. 

At midnight Jake gave the go ahead for the first members of the team to go in and subdue the two patrolling perimeter guards. They completed their task quickly and silently before signaling the others to proceed according to plan. Thirty seconds later everything went pear-shaped.

What they had no way of knowing was that a covered truck with twenty new well-armed if only recently trained recruits had been added to the complement of guards. They had been due to arrive at 15:00 that day, but had been delayed by a collapsed bridge. They eventually drove into the compound just as the raid begun.

What followed was a bloodbath resulting in the deaths of nine people including five guards, Mbuti, one of his sons, and two household staff, most of whom were casualties of stray bullets from the reinforcements. By some miracle Mbuti’s wife, nine-year-old daughter and baby son went uninjured, and so did eleven guards and staff, but several others received wounds.

Jake and his men did their best to administer first aid to the injured, before making a hurried evacuation. By the time they approached the border there was an alert out for whoever the attackers were, making the return journey a great deal more problematic. The Land Rover and Toyota had to be abandoned ten miles from the Cameroon border and they were forced to fight their way through dense jungle to be picked up by a third vehicle on the other side.

It was thirty hours before they arrived back at their base in Yaoundé, and it was on that journey that the conversation had taken place. Most of Drew’s sentiments were echoed by the rest of the team, although he was the only one saying he would hand in his papers. At the time nobody had taken him seriously, but forty-eight hours after returning to Fort Bragg he withdrew his request to re-enlist and handed in his resignation. His commanding officer made a half-hearted attempt to dissuade him, but another forty-eight-hours saw him drive underneath the barrier and head south-east toward Highway 87, and his sister Carolina’s home in Wilmington. With outstanding leave he was still a soldier in the US Army for another sixty-three days, but he hoped he had donned that uniform for the last time.
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Six months later Drew was getting antsy. Taking up the spare room in Carolina’s house and getting under their feet made him feel uncomfortable. He’d stayed there in the past for a week or two at a time, and it had been fun catching up. But taking them out to dinner and his nephew Ben to the movies or sporting events was wearing thin. Drew’s brother-in-law Curtiss hadn’t said anything but it was clear that the extended stay wasn’t something he would want to go on much longer. Curtiss was a great guy but they had nothing in common, Drew was a gym, boxing, MMA, NFL, NBA, and MLB kinda guy, while Curtiss was more golf, gardening, and PBS. 

As a kid, Drew had been on the verge of turning bad, real bad, his mother’s lifestyle had done little or nothing to keep him under control, and even after being taken in by his grandparents he had continued to be difficult to handle. He was forever getting into fights, and when he did, with his size and physique there would only ever be one winner. Fighting, theft, drunkenness, and smoking weed he’d taken from other kids was routine, and he’d even spent some time in juvie when he was twelve after stealing a car and crashing it into a streetlamp. That was when his grandparents read him the riot act; they told him to shape up or ship out, but when Carolina pitched in and told him she wouldn’t plead on his behalf anymore he started to realize that he was wasting an opportunity. Now, In retrospect, he appreciated the efforts they had made on his behalf to help him clean up his act, and develop what people now call a moral compass, but it had been no epiphany. His biggest problem had been his temper, and his violent responses to provocation. 

It was only after joining the army that he finally learned to completely control his rages. In his rookie year he got into a fight with four members of his own company in a bar which ended up with all the others in hospital. Witnesses argued that he’d been provoked, and that the others had been the ones to start it, but the Army decided to make an example of him and he was sentenced to three months in Leavenworth. The tough regime was harder than anything he’d had to endure in boot camp but he was tough, and it might have done little to change him except that one day he was marched into the commander’s office and told he would spend the final week of his sentence sharing a cell with an inmate on death row. 

His new cell mate was Wes Stelling, a twenty-four-year-old private with eighteen months service who had discovered that a fellow platoon member had been sleeping with a girl he had considered his own. He went looking for them and found them in bed. The aftermath left the man so badly beaten that he died from his injuries, and the girl lost the sight in one eye. It was his third conviction for serious violent offences; the prosecution had argued for first degree murder and won. Such was his remorse, he refused to appeal. 

The conversations over that week left an indelible impression on Drew. Three weeks after rejoining his platoon he learned of Wes Stelling’s execution. After his release he worked hard to find ways to channel his aggression, but only succeeded by becoming introverted and as solitary as it’s possible to be as a member of a team. 

A month after Drew’s conviction, Carolina discovered a video of his fight on YouTube proving conclusively that his actions had been entirely in self-defense. She sent it to Drew’s commanding officer, arguing that his conviction was unjust. The CO agreed, but nothing in the US Army happens quickly, and Drew’s sentence was complete before the conviction was quashed. Eighteen months later, the CO recommended he apply for the Delta Force selection course.

Despite his rehabilitation there were times when his old traits surfaced. Maltreatment and neglect in his childhood had given him a particular intolerance of injustice or cruelty to children, and when he saw it, it would often provoke a violent response leaving the perpetrator with some kind of injury.

Such was Drew’s strength...and his weakness.
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After his discharge Drew spent a month earning his close-body protection license, but after finding no employment likely to interest him, he was beginning to consider re-enlistment. Then one Saturday morning he was watching Ben play softball and hitting the ball off the field for the second time when his cell phone rang. It was an unknown number. 

“I heard through the grapevine that you’re retired Parker. What’s that like?” 

“Who’s this?”  His guard went up.

“I guess you’ll remember me as Gates, from Gardez.”

“Oh yeah, then you’ll remember the name of the rookie who joined the op on the second week.”

“That would have been Tenderfoot Tony, who’d been serving with your lot for fifteen years or thereabouts, and it was his last op before turning in his papers and opening a gay bar in Manhattan.”

“Gates you Limey bastard, how are you?”

“Good thanks. I was wondering if you’d be interested in a little gainful employment.”

“As it happens I’m between commitments at the moment, but it would depend on what have you in mind?”

“Don’t really want to talk about it on the phone. Can we meet up?”

“Sure, when do you have in mind, and where?”

“How about 16:00 at the KGB bar in Wilmington?”

“Today? Are you serious?”

“Sure, I’m in town, I just got knocked back by one of your former colleagues.”

“Okay, if you like. That’s on Princess Street isn’t it?”

Paul Gates had turned up twice on ops, once when Delta linked up on a combined CIA mission in Iraq, and another in Afghanistan. They had been led to believe he was SAS or MI6.

Drew parked his twelve-year-old Ford pickup nearby and walked around the corner to the bar. It was quiet inside; the lunchtime crowd had dispersed and it was way too early for the real busy part of the day. It looked like he was their only customer when he walked to the bar.

“You eating?”  he was asked.

“Maybe later. Just meeting somebody. Can I get a light beer while I wait?”

“What kind?”

“Surprise me, but I want it in a glass.”

Halfway through the beer Gates appeared beside him. “You started without me Parker.”

“Gates; good to see you. What can I get you?”

“I’ll have the same as you. Let’s go sit where we can talk.”

“I’m guessing you’re out of the game too then.”

“That’s right, got pissed off being expected to do too much with too little for too long, given half the resources, and then getting my ass kicked when it goes tits up. I’ve been private for about two years.

“Doing what?”

“Security.”

“What sort?”

“Mostly short-term stuff for events or transporting high-risk valuables, that sort of thing.”

“It sounds kinda tedious.”

“And it was, but I just landed a contract to provide close-body protection for a multi-millionaire and his family.”

“What standing around in a tux with a bulge under your left-arm while some rich guy and his spoiled family get their rocks off pretending they’re important. That don’t sound too exciting either.”

“Under normal circumstances I’d agree with you, but you might think this a bit different if I told you who it is and why he needs protection.”

“I’m listening.”

“The guy travels all over, mostly the States and the UK, but elsewhere too. Often by private jet but often by limo as well. He has three homes over here and his wife has property in England.”

“So I’m getting that his wife is wealthy in her own right.”

“She inherited millions from her father who died last year to add to the enormous, combined wealth she held with her late first husband.”

“Tell me what’s involved.”

“It’s a six-month contract providing protection to the husband, wife, and her eleven-year-old daughter. Me and six full-time special ops guys, plus two on standby.”

“That’s an awful lot of muscle. Why so many?”

“Her fourteen-year-old older daughter was killed in a kidnap attempt three months ago.”

“Are you talking about Theo Lemonis?”

“That’s right and his wife Lady Annabelle Astley-West.”

“An aristocrat; wow, you’re moving in rarified circles now then buddy.”

“She’s not an aristo, the title came with her first husband who was only a knight. Astley-West was chief executive and majority shareholder of Silico Industries, a UK based computer chip company. He was killed about five years ago when his car hit a motorway bridge. She married Lemonis two years later.”

“Why is he changing his protection now?”

“He’s had a complete review of his personal security and it was concluded that the death of his stepdaughter would have been avoidable if the team had been doing their job; the head of the detail was badly injured in the incident.”

“Why you though?  No offense but you ain’t got history.”

“Right place, right time; and I promised him I could put together a team of ex-special forces guys that could cover any potential threat in the time available.”

“So who have you got?”

“Guys from the Rangers, Canadian Task Force 2, Airborne, a SEAL, and a guy from the 112th. I had a full complement until I lost a guy last week because he’d picked up a criminal record for selling hash. That’s why I’m here, I was in Bragg and I heard a whisper you might be available. What do you think?”

“That’s a pretty mixed bag.”

“Yeah, well it’s been a bit of a rush getting it together.”

“What does it pay, when would I start, and where would I be based?”

“If you’re interested we would need you to start almost immediately. Initially you’d be based at their place in Santa Monica, and the pay would start at twelve grand a month plus expenses.”

“What about weapons?”

“Your choice, but they would be provided for you.”

“Clothes?”

“On expenses, but you’d be expected to wear whatever’s appropriate for the occasion.”

“Don’t I have to go through some sort of vetting?”

“You’ve already been vetted. Nobody made it to the short list without being vetted beforehand. To be honest you were the first guy I was going to call on, but I didn’t think you’d be interested. Everybody used to say if you didn’t get killed on an op you’d be the first geriatric in Delta.”

“Very funny.”

“So, what do you think?”

“Tell me about the principals.”

“As you know Lemonis was born in Greece - his family made their money in shipping. He was the second son, twenty-one when he inherited the lot after his parents, older brother and sister died when the family cabin cruiser sank after hitting a rock off the coast of Italy. He began investing in tech stocks, and among his major investments was NorArm. He’s now their biggest shareholder, but doesn’t hold a controlling interest. The company is currently developing controls systems for unmanned tanks, and it’s rumored that they want to move up into the military hardware business.”

“What about the wife?”

“I gather she went to pieces when her first husband died. Theodore was a close family friend who helped her get through it. They married two years later and they’ve been happy. She’s still a majority shareholder in Silico, her first husband’s company that’s based in the UK, but she no longer takes part in the day to day running of the business. She refuses to sell, not even part of her holdings, in spite of many lucrative offers. She maintains it’s her husband’s legacy. Nowadays she seems happy to follow Theo around and play the dutiful wife.”

“What do you know about the hijack?”

“The head security guy was Rupert Loughty. He was in The Regiment like me; we never served together but he had a great reputation. The family were staying at their home in Washington State and Loughty had been on leave visiting his parents in Northern Ireland; the family had nothing planned, but there was a late decision to fly to England. As they were about to leave for the airport Theo took a call from his plant near the city - there was some sort of emergency, and he told Anna to take the kids and he would follow on the next day.

“Their car was ten minutes out from their home when they were hijacked. What the bad guys hadn’t banked on was Loughty deciding to cut short his stay in Ulster. He was on his way back to their Stillwater spread from Tacoma airport and passed a car parked up somewhere he thought was slightly suspicious. So, when he saw the family limo pass him going in the opposite direction with another car following closely behind, he threw a U-turn and caught them up just as the hijack was happening. There was a lot of fire exchanged, the limo driver was killed, so were two of the hijackers. Loughty took a hit, but managed to keep firing until they drove off, taking the oldest daughter Isolde, but abandoning Annabelle and Cassandra.”

“What happened to Isolde?”

“The cops didn’t seem to have a clue so Lemonis hired a private firm of investigators who located her within a few days but the rescue attempt was too late; the hijackers had killed her minutes before the hit. There was a shootout and the hijackers were all killed.”

“How did she die?”

“Strangled, but the coroner said she’d been raped multiple times.”

“The rescue sounds like a fuck up. Who were the company?”

“A company based in Toronto.”

“Surely not IBIS?”

“No, it would have been better if it were. It was a small firm called Rescue and Crisis Management.”

“None of that sounds right to me.”

“Me neither. Lemonis’ team are convinced there was a leak from somewhere in the house staff so he’s had a complete clear out of domestic and security staff, hence my involvement.”

“What’s the accommodation?”

“We’ll find you an apartment, but a motel in the first instance.” 

“What about transport?”

“What are you driving at the moment?”

“F150 circa 2005 - had it since I joined the army.”

“Might be a good time to off-load it. There isn’t time for you to drive it to California. You can use one of the family’s Lincoln Navigators.

“Okay, you’re on. When do I start?”

“If you can get to Santa Monica by Monday p.m. you can meet with Lemonis and his Personal Assistant or Fixer, Manos Stamelis, they call him the Grim Reaper.”

“How is he still there if they’ve had a complete clear out?”

“He’s been with Lemonis since Greece. After selling off all the remaining business interests over there he now has US citizenship; so does Stamelis. Lemonis trusts him implicitly”
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Santa Monica two months earlier. 

“How are you today Anna my darling?”

“How do you think I am Theo? I’ve lost my beautiful daughter to a gang of murdering rapists, and we still have no idea how they knew we’d be there at that time. What’s worse is the police have no leads.”

“Manos thinks it’s possible it was random; the dead guys were all members of a Seattle street gang, Point Side.” 

“That’s not what Sergeant McCluskey thinks. He says it was too far off their patch, too well executed, and not their M.O. He thinks they may have been paid to do it. If it hadn’t been for Rupert happening to be there, Cassie and I would be dead too, and you as well, were it not for that system shutdown at your plant.”

“I think I agree and to be on the safe side I’ve told Manos to bring in a completely new security team of professional close protection bodyguards. And I’m changing all the domestic staff in all our US homes, not just at Stillwater, I don’t want us to leave California until that’s complete.”

“Okay. Who’s recruiting the security team?”

“Manos has brought in a consultant with years of experience working with the best in the business.”

“What’s his name?”

“Paul Gates, ex-SAS.”

“Wasn’t Rupert in the SAS?”

“Yes he was, Manos tells me they served together, apparently it was him that recommended Gates.”

“How is Rupert, do you know?”

“No too bad I think. He’s out of hospital, but after that punctured lung he’s unlikely to work in the security industry in a hands-on role again.”

“I feel guilty for not contacting him, but I’ve been so mixed up since it happened. I must visit him.”

“He’s back in the UK now.”

“Did you make sure he was adequately compensated?”

“Of course my darling. Is Cassie okay?”

“She’s very quiet most of the time and keeps asking to move back to Pangbourne, she doesn’t believe we’re safe here.”

“That’s understandable I suppose, but it would be totally impracticable for me to move to the UK as things stand. You could consider boarding school.”

“I can’t send her away, especially now. She would never forgive me,” Anna told him. “I’ll spend some time with her there when the new security team are in place and see how it goes.”

“Maybe that will help. I need to go to the office today; I hope you don’t mind me leaving you.”

“No you go ahead, somebody in the family has to keep functioning normally. Will you be back for dinner?”

“I doubt it. You go ahead; I’ll get something sent to the office. I love you.”

“I love you too.”

Anna turned back to her computer where she had been dealing with work and personal correspondence. Although she no longer held an executive post at Silico, as majority shareholder there was still a steady stream of mail to deal with. Cassie was with her tutor, Judith.

Judith Anstruther had been with Anna and her children since Cassie was four years old, her presence in the days after the kidnapping had been one of the main influences that helped Anna hold it together. Theo had made all the right noises but he never quite managed to convince her that he felt her daughter’s loss as much as she did herself.

She heard the roar of Theo’s Audi R8 as it shot away along the drive with a Navigator in pursuit and Pavel at the wheel. Pavel was one of the last two of the security team from before the events of the previous month. Anna didn’t like the Russian bodyguard; she didn’t like the way he looked at her, always with a patronizing smirk. She didn’t trust him even though he’d done nothing that she could accuse him of. She thought for a minute before coming to a decision, then lifted her phone and selected a number from her list of ‘favorites’.

“Percy.” Percy Belton was her own equivalent of Manos; he managed her affairs in the UK, he’d acted in a similar capacity for her father and her first husband.

“Lady Annabelle, what can I do for you?”

Sighing, she replied, “For the umpteenth time will you call me Anna.”

“I’ll try to remember.”

“I doubt you’ve forgotten a single thing in your life. Anyway, Theo’s decided to hire a new security team and he’s brought in a security consultant to recruit them. I wonder if you can get someone to give him a thorough screening for me. Also if he comes up clean, which I’m sure he will, I’d like you to do the same to anyone he chooses for the team. For the time being though, can we keep this between ourselves. I don’t want Theo to think I don’t trust him.”

“No problem, I’ll get on to that straight away. What’s the guy’s name?”

“Paul Gates. Manos says he’s ex-SAS and was recommended by Rupert, I gather they served together. Oh, and can you get me a contact number for Rupert. I need to thank him properly for everything. Theo says he’s back in the UK.”

“I’ll get back to you as soon as possible.”

Two hours later Cassie came running into the room, “Mummy, Judith says I’ve passed all my 6th Grade SATs above average!”

“But you’re only in Grade 5.”

“I know, but Judith thought I’d been doing so well she got me to sit them early.”

“She didn’t tell me she was going to do that. You’re such a clever girl, I’m really proud of you.”

“Can I ask you a favor, Mummy?”

“Of course sweetheart, what is it?”

“I want to take self-defense classes.”

“You’re a bit young for that yet Cassie. Can’t we leave it for a while?”

“After what happened to Izzy I want to know how to defend myself.”

“I’m not sure it would have helped your sister though Sweetie.”

“We don’t know that do we?” Cassie protested.

“Theo’s going to hire a whole new security team, professional bodyguards, not just men with guns who can drive fast.”

“Does that mean he’s going to get rid of Pavel?”

“I don’t know. He may just transfer him to other duties.”

“I don’t like him.”

“Why do you say that?”

Looking down she quietly said, “I think it was him that told those men where we were when we were hijacked.”

“Really why?” Anna was shocked at her daughter’s claim.

“I heard him say something on the phone several days after.”

“Tell me.”

“He said something like he was sorry, but it wasn’t his fault because he had no way of knowing that it would happen but not to worry, whoever he was talking to was going to get paid anyway. Then he told them not to bother trying again. He was making other arrangements.”

“He could have been talking about anything.”

“I suppose, but as soon as he saw me he stopped talking and gave me one those creepy smiles.”

“I’m sure it was nothing darling, he’s been with Theo almost as long as Manos.”

Over the next few hours Anna thought about what Cassie had said. She didn’t seriously think that Pavel was the culprit, even if there was one, but she decided to keep an extra eye out whenever he was around.

Theo hurried through the door at ten o’clock and gave her a fleeting kiss on the cheek, “I’m flying up to Seattle first thing tomorrow.”.

“Just you darling?”

“No Manos is going with me. Pavel will drive us to the airport then he’ll come back. So it will be just you, Cassie, Judith, the domestic staff, Pavel and Mark.”

“Okay, we’ll cope, I’m sure. How long will you be away?”

“Could be until Monday, will that be alright?”

“We’ll be fine thanks. I’ll miss you.”

“Me too. Just make sure you stick to the security rules, okay?”

“Okay, I’ll be good.”

“How are the new domestics working out?”

“Fine, very good in fact. I was sorry to see Selena go, but the new guy Jules is just as good; he makes the best tacos I’ve ever tasted.” 

“That’s good.”

They were just finishing breakfast the following day when her cellphone buzzed with an incoming text message from an unknown number saying. Please check your online account to authorize payment of $9.99 to AT&T, failure to do so may result in withdrawal of services. To most people this would have been an obvious phishing scam, but to Anna it was a signal to call Percy using a different cellphone.

Normally she would have used the burner that she had kept for covert messaging between her and her PA, but that phone had gone missing in the hijack. So she went to the room originally intended as a family room but now doubled as a schoolroom.

Anna and Percy introduced this secret line of communication after Percy suspected that Manos was monitoring Silico boardroom activity.

“It’s about time we went to the hairdresser darling. What do you think?” she said to Cassie.

“Is it safe?”

“We’ll get Mark to drive us, okay?”

“Okay,” she replied less than enthusiastically.

“What about you Judith, do you fancy a run out?  I think you and Cassie both deserve a break after those fantastic scores in her SATs.”

“That would be lovely,” The tutor replied, “I don’t need to visit the hairdresser though.”

“I haven’t made an appointment, but I’m sure they’ll fit at least one of us in if I ask nicely. Let me go and find Mark.”

“Mummy, can I have a bob this time?”

“And cut all those lovely locks. Are you sure?”

“Yes, I want to look like Maisie Williams from Game of Thrones.”

“Okay if that’s what you want. I didn’t know you watched that.”

“I only just started, it’s awesome.”

Unsurprisingly, she found Mark in the kitchen chatting to Jules. She was sure they were gay. Not that she cared.

“Hi Mark. Cassie, Judith, and I want to take a run out, would you drive us please?”

“Sure Mrs. West, I’ll just let Pavel know.”

“Don’t bother him. I’m sure he’s busy.”

“He said to keep him informed where you are at all times.”

“Really, well we won’t trouble him this once. We’ll just hop in one of the cars and shoot off.”

Cassie and Judith joined them and they all followed Mark to the garage.

While they waited for the bodyguard to pull the car forward, Anna slipped Judith $500. “Can you do me a favor while we’re in the hairdresser?”

“Sure, what do you want?”

“Get me a good prepay cellphone. If they need a name would you mind giving them yours?”

“No problem.”

As they drove out the gate, Mark’s cellphone rang. “Mrs. West wanted to go to the hairdresser....She said not to bother you...Of course I’ll keep an eye on her. I’m not a bloody amateur.”

The hairdressing salon agreed to do Cassie’s bob but didn’t have time to do Anna too. “Don’t worry I’ll sit and wait for my daughter. You’re very kind to fit her in at such short notice.”

Judith returned with the phone after about an hour. “It’s in my name, with my apartment address. I used the change to put credit on the phone.”

“Thanks Judith. This is just between us you understand.”

“Of course, it’s my phone and you’re just looking after it for me after I left it somewhere, aren’t you? I’m going to do some shopping of my own now if that’s okay, I’ll see you both tomorrow.”

Anna didn’t know what Judith really thought about the transaction and she wasn’t going to ask, but the two women had known one another far too long not to trust each other. She asked the hairdresser if there were somewhere she could go to make a private call and was offered the use of the office.

She copied the number that Percy had used to text her into the new phone and saved it as Mother before sending a message. I settled that bill you spoke of.

A few minutes later the phone in her hand buzzed.

“Percy, thanks for getting back to me so quickly, and I’m sorry it’s taken so long to contact you but the old burner got lost in the hijack and I had to find a reason to get out of the house to get another one. What have you got?”

“I’ll let you be the judge of what it all means, but it’s interesting.”

“Go ahead.”

“First Paul Gates is his real name, but he wasn’t in the SAS. He was an analyst with MI6 so he didn’t serve with Rupert but could well have been on SAS ops. I called Rupert and he says they never even met. In fact Gates didn’t join MI6 until a year after Rupert left the service.”

“That’s interesting. I wonder who’s lying to whom.”

“Gates is a new boy on the block as far as security consultancy is concerned. In fact this looks his first serious contract.”

“What about his service record?”

“As far as Rupert was able to find out in the time available, he had nothing bad on his record, but he only did five and a half years in SIS, and he left under something of a cloud. Rupert thinks it can’t have been anything too serious or he’d have gone to prison. He’s going to try and find out more.”

“Thanks Percy. How is Rupert?”

“All things considered not too bad I suppose, but he’s out of the game.”

“Is he happy with his compensation package?”

“He says he hadn’t received anything yet, so I authorized an immediate payment of a million pounds. I hope that was okay.”

“Fine, but next time I’m in the UK I’m going to go and see him.”

“You might have to wait for a while. He’s gone into hiding. Somebody had another go at killing him a few days ago.”

“For God’s sake what was all that about?”

“He doesn’t know, but he said he wouldn’t rule out it having something to do with the hijack.”

“What?!”

“If he’s right, it means that what happened, definitely wasn’t a random attack. It might mean they’ll try again. I don’t understand why though, or what they hope to achieve. Killing a hostage before you’ve asked for ransom makes no sense. Which is why I thought you needed this information as soon as possible.”

“This new team that Theo is recruiting - I need you to vet and double vet every one of them. I don’t care what it costs.”

“No problem; anything else?”

“I don’t think so...no wait. Percy, I want somebody on that team whose working for me and nobody else. Whoever you find I need him to be the very best at what he does and to be in no doubt that it’s me he’s working for and me alone.
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After his meeting with Gates, Drew’s drive back to his sister’s home was quick, but when he got there he found a strange car on the driveway, and when he got inside he found Carolina and Curtiss, drinking coffee with Jake Mitchell and his nephew Ben was with them.

“Jake. What the hell...?”

“Your pal’s been telling us tales of some of your adventures together.”  Carolina said with a smile.

“Uncle Drew, is it true you saved a whole coach full of schoolgirls in Nigeria by yourself?”

“Not entirely on my own, Jake and a couple of other guys helped out a bit.”

“What about abseiling onto the conning tower of a French nuclear sub in a force eight gale to loosen the hatch so that the crew could get out?”

“Yeah, I guess that happened, but the wind was only force six. It wasn’t a big deal; we train for stuff like that all the time.”

“I’ve invited Jake to stay for dinner,’ his sister said.

“That’s great Lina, thanks.”

“So what brings you to Wilmington buddy?”

“I come bearing tidings, I’ll tell you about it after dinner.”

“Are you gonna tell us any more stories about being a soldier?” Ben asked enthusiastically.

“We’d really like to Ben, but most of our ops are classified and we’re not allowed to talk about them.”

Later in the backyard. 

“It’s great to see you Jake, but what the hell are you doing here?”  Drew said handing his former teammate a beer. 

“I hear you’ve got a job offer.”

“What the fuck, I only heard myself five hours ago.”

“I probably found out about the same time as you did then.”

“What the fuck is going on.”

“I got called into the Colonel’s office first thing this morning.”

“I hope they ain’t gonna ask me to go back in.”

“Don’t worry you’re probably safe unless Putin kicks off; no he says he’s been put in a position by a former friend of the squadron, and he hope’s you can help. You remember Gates the Limey from Gardez?”  Drew nodded, but didn’t say anything, “He’s been trawling around among former special ops guys trying to put together a close-protection team for Theo Lemonis and his family after that assassination attempt or kidnap or whatever the fuck it was. There’s suspicion that the Gates’ job ain’t all it seems. The guy calling in the favor is Rupert Loughty.”

“I remember Loughty; had a great rep. He was on my first op in Iraq.”

“Loughty says he’s got reason to suspect that Gates has gone rogue, but there’s no proof and could be wrong. If he’s right his team could be used as cover for another assassination or kidnap attempt on Lemonis and his family. He thinks that one or more of the team might end up being fall guys when it happens.”

“So, they want me to be the inside man. I don’t want to be the guy that ends up in the electric chair when it all goes tits up though Jake. Who’re the bad actors here?”

“At the moment, the suspicion is that it’s someone to try to engineer a merger between Silico, the wife’s company and NorArm, the husband’s. They’re both operating in similar areas of military IT systems. The wife has rejected all offers - nobody knows if there have been discussions between the husband and wife.”

“Kidnap and murder – that’s a bit extreme to achieve a company merger. Who benefits, and what are the motives?”

“Motives include greed, and either industrial or foreign espionage. At the moment the suspects include Lemonis, his sidekick Manos Stamelis, and/or a foreign power; most likely candidate among those would be Ivan.”

“Russia, hmm. What about Lemonis, is he short of money?”

“Whoever it is, your proposed employer is coming to this late in the game so at the moment they don’t know.”

“Great who will I report to?”

“I’m told the principal mover is someone close to the family and they will make themselves known to you once you’re in post by asking you about your time in the SEALs. Should you decide to accept the job that is.”

“It’s a bit late now I’ve already taken it.”

“Well whoever that turns out to be will give you your contact details for intel. Make no mistake though, it’s them you’re working for not Gates. The list of candidates was doctored so that to get the number he needs to start the contract Gates had to include you.”

“Okay, I won’t ask how for the moment, but who else knows?”

“As of this moment, me, you, the Colonel, Loughty, and your contact.”

“This is beginning to look a whole lot too much like spook work for my liking - but what the hell, it’s better than standing on nightclub doors dealing with drunks.”

“Good luck pal. This is purely private enterprise stuff so I doubt I’ll have any more to do with it. Make sure you watch your six.

They shook hands and Jake made his way back to his car via the side gate.

Once inside Drew booked a 6 a.m. flight to LAX the following day and told the family he’d be leaving first thing. “Can you sell the Ford for me Lina, just get what you can for it and put it in Ben’s college fund.”

“Are you sure. You might need it when this job is over? How long you expecting to be away?”

“The initial contract is six months but it pays well and could go on or lead to other things. The car’s probably only worth about six or seven grand, and I’ll want to upgrade when I next need my own wheels.”

“It’s a lotta money Drew.”

“I’ve missed far too many of his birthdays and Christmases; call it catch up. Say goodbye to him for me will you. I’ve ordered a cab for four-thirty, don’t bother to get up, I’ll let myself out.”

“Is this gonna be dangerous?”

“I doubt it. I’ll try to stay in touch, but don’t bother contacting me unless it’s an emergency.”

“No change then eh bro?”

He kissed her cheek, shook hands with Curtiss and went to bed.
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It was an eight-hour flight to Los Angeles, so having loaded up with a big breakfast at the airport, he used most of the journey loading up on shuteye; eat and sleep what you can when you can because you can never be sure when you’ll get your next opportunity is what had been drummed into him in army boot camp.

The cab dropped him outside the Lemonis home just before 3 p.m. He rang the bell on the gate and a man’s voice asked, “Hello, can I help you?”

“Drew Parker. I’m expected.”

There was a short pause and a male voice with an Eastern European accent said, “Come in walk up drive towards house and I meet you.”  

The electric gate opened enough to allow him through and closed behind him. Walking up the short drive he looked up at the house. The white, stucco rendered property was a sizeable residential building and although not as big as some of its neighbors, would still be valued in excess of $20 million if only because of its location. A stockily built man, about six-foot tall, with a shaven head and dark stubble met him outside the garages at the side of the house.

“I am Pavel Volkov. At present I head of security for Lemonis family until your new team take over tomorrow. Are you armed?” he asked.

“Other than a knife in my bag, no.”

“Put arms out,” Drew did as he’d been asked and waited impassively while Volkov professionally frisked him. “Follow me.”

He was led into a room that separated the house from the three-car garage. It was clearly being used as the security room. There were about ten CCTV screens showing the grounds and parts of the house. Another man was sitting at the desk teaching a third how to operate the security system.

“Put bag on desk and empty out.” Volkov demanded.

Drew unpacked the bag without speaking and watched the Russian deliberately make a mess of every piece of clothing that had been meticulously folded to ensure it fitted into the limited space.

“You looking for something in particular?” Drew asked.

“Making sure you not carrying unauthorized communication devices.”

“Such as?”

“Phones, radios, listening bugs. Give me phone.”

“No, you don’t need it and I do. You gonna fold that up and repack it?”

“No.”

“I thought not.”

“You being smart with me?”

“No, I wouldn’t want to overtax you; wouldn’t be polite.”

“You want lose job before you even start?” 

“If we’re gonna be working together, you need to start treating me with some respect. If you can’t manage that, then I’m easy. But as I understand it you won’t be head security honcho from tomorrow, so I guess the question is moot.”

“Get through there into garage and join others.”

“Just as soon as I’ve repacked my bag I’ll be happy to oblige.”

Volkov turned and headed to the door.

“Just a second, you forgot something,” Drew said, holding out a little black object about the size of a small thumb drive. “If you want to know where I am just call me, and if you want to know what I’m talking about just ask and if it’s any of your business I’ll tell you; if it isn’t I’ll tell you to fuck off.”

The two guys working on the security system had stopped what they were doing to watch the exchange.

“I was just testing to see how alert you are; we need the best people for this job.”

“I wouldn’t be here if I wasn’t one of the best, and I’m clearly better than you, because I saw that gadget the moment you took it out of your pocket.”

Volkov stormed out of the room. A few moments later Gates came in. “Parker, just in time; come through and join the rest of us.”

“I’ll be right there, just as soon as I’ve put my worldly possessions back in my bag. Ivan decided to pretend he was a boot camp sergeant major and turf them out all over the floor.”

Gates clearly wasn’t happy being asked to wait but didn’t say anything and left the room.

“You ain’t great at making new friends, buddy,” One of the guys sitting at the security system controls said with a Scots accent. “I’m Mac.”

“Parker. Good to meet you. I’m not good at being treated like an asshole by an amateur either. You one of the new team too?”

“Aye, looks like I’ve been voted tech expert.”

They shook hands, and Drew quickly and efficiently repacked his bag before going through to the garage where Gates was leaning against a workbench talking to four other guys.

“Drew let me introduce the rest of the team; Gaston aka Frenchie, Eli, aka The Priest, Mickey aka Mouse, Atticus aka Mockingbird, and Mac you’ve already met. Boys this is Drew, aka ...?”

“Parker; never acquired a handle. Not one I’ll answer to anyway.”

“Okay guys from 07:00 hours tomorrow we take over the reins handling the security for the Lemonis family which consists of Theodore Lemonis head of the household, Annabelle Astley-West lady of the house, and Cassandra Astley-West, Mrs. West’s eleven-year-old daughter by her previous marriage. To us they are Mr. Lemonis, Mrs.  West, and Cassie.

“The family have three homes in the USA, this one, another in Stillwater just outside Seattle, and an apartment in New York as well as property in Greece. There’s also another home near Reading, England, which was Mrs. West’s family home during her first marriage. Predominantly the family base themselves in Seattle, but since the recent hijacking they’ve decided to base themselves here for the time being. The New York apartment is rarely used and often when it is, it’s usually by Mr. Lemonis on his own.”

“This lot must have some serious money,” Mickey observed.

“Not that it’s relevant, but that’s true. Mr. Lemonis is the biggest shareholder and Chief Executive of NorArm a big player in military software. Mrs. West comes from a wealthy family and co-founded Silico Industries with her first husband Henry, Chief Exec until he was killed in a road accident leaving his entire estate to his wife. Two years ago her own father died leaving a big chunk of his estate including his own holdings in Silico to her as well. So I think you can safely say the family are extremely wealthy.

“After the recent hijack resulting in their eldest daughter’s kidnap, rape and murder, they understandably felt it necessary to beef up their security measures and they asked me to pull together a team of the best in the business and here you are. There are seven of us and we’ll be providing active security twenty-four seven for the next six months, two at a time on duty whenever they’re at home, one manning the control center here. When the family are away travelling, I’ll supplement the team with two additional team members. Any questions so far.”

“Where are we going to be staying?”  Mockingbird wanted to know.

“For the next three weeks you’ll be in a motel. We’ll cab you there later. After that you can make your own arrangements if you wish.”

“What about transport?”

“For the time being, while you’re on duty you’ll be using the family’s vehicles. You’ll need to make your own arrangements for your down time I’m afraid Frenchie.”

“Worried the chicks won’t be impressed when you take ‘em out on a bus then Gaston?”  One of the others asked.

“You haven’t said anything yet Eli, nor you Parker.” 

“Parker’s probably wondering about weapons, same as me.”

“No, I was wondering if Ivan the Useless tried to take your phones or put bugs in your baggage as well.”

Mouse exploded, “What’s that?!” 

“I’m not sure whether it was a tracker or a listening device but I caught him trying to hide it in my passport wallet when he searched it.”

“He searched your bag. What the fuck!”

“So I’m guessing he didn’t search everyone’s then.” There was a universal denial. “You wanna tell me what’s going on Gates?”

“I don’t know Parker; I’ll find out for you and let you know.”

“When you do, let them know that the next time I find anyone messing with my kit, I’ll fuck them up. I assume everyone on this team’s been deep vetted. If that’s so there should be no reason not to trust us. If that’s not the case then how the fuck are we supposed to keep this family alive if we can’t trust each other to watch our six?”

It sounded like the consensus of opinion agreed with what he said. 

“Look Parker I don’t know what happened, but it had nothing to do with me. I’ll get to the bottom of it, but Pavel won’t have anything to do with security after today. He’ll be around but completely out of our hair. As for weapons, you’ll be given your guns tomorrow. Glock 22s with 17 round clips and one spare, with Kydex waistband holsters. Unless anyone has a particular requirement, that’s it. The dress code is smart casual except if the principals have a formal engagement. 

“Food will be provided by the kitchen staff while you’re on duty.”

“When do we get to meet the family?” Priest wanted to know.

“I’ll introduce you to the family tomorrow morning, but I’ll walk you around the property now if you’re ready. The family are visiting friends and are expected back in two hours.”

“Who’s providing security while they’re out today?” Drew asked, “If they’re unhappy with their existing security arrangements I mean.”

“They have two members of the temporary security team with them I think.”

“Have the family been told how intrusive full-on close protection routine can be.” Drew asked, “as opposed to the bunch of amateurs that’ve been running the show lately.”

Pavel was standing behind Gates. “I was doing job while you were in kindergarten asshole.”

“Then you should have picked up the basics by now. If you had doubts about my suitability for the job I should never been allowed to walk through the gate. Then you let me walk up the drive unaccompanied. I could have hidden any sort of weapon between there and here, and the camera positions wouldn’t have allowed anybody to see what I did. When you frisked me you were alone; I could have put you down at least three times. Then you pulled that stunt with the listening device, which you still haven’t explained. Worst of all you let the family go out on the day when they are probably most at risk since their hijack, accompanied only by two temporary staff. You should have been glued to their side. You want me to go on?”

“Okay Parker, I think we’ve got the message. Pavel can you help us do our survey now please.”

The furnishing of the luxury accommodation was curiously understated, considering the wealth of the family but it had everything you would expect to find inside a home in that zip code.

Back in the garage Pavel left them to their devices and Mac joined them. 

“Everybody happy?” Gates asked. When nobody replied, he told them the cabs would shortly be there to take them to the motel.

Gates, climbed in the first with Mickey and Eli, Frenchie and Mockingbird in the second, then Mac and Drew in the last one. The three cabs moved off in convoy and fifteen minutes later pulled into
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