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            These, in the days when heaven was falling,The hour when earth's foundations fled,Followed their mercenary callingAnd took their wages and are dead.
Their shoulders held the sky suspended;They stood, and the earth's foundations stay;What God abandoned, these defended,And saved the sum of things for pay.
-    A. E. HOUSMAN, EPITAPH ON AN ARMY OF MERCENARIES 
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Sitting on my couch, one late night almost two years ago, I had been struggling with guilt - guilt for having sent Tom and Anna, the protagonists of my Dead Hemisphere series into the Sudanese wilderness at the end of the third book, and doing so without closure. Relegated to some distant corner of my mind, they remained in limbo, awaiting some kind of closure - the only possible reprieve the lifting of what, over time, had become annoyingly persistent writer's block. After all, I didn't want to write yet another chapter of 'Tom and Anna run from zombies across Africa'. I had done that across three consecutive books. Something different was needed - a new beginning, if you will - something beyond the territory already covered. At the same time, I was also not interested in the plot leaving the continent. It was, after all, an African story. 

"You're not dead until I tell you you're dead!"

It was this very line, uttered by British screen legend Jack Watson, playing Sergeant Major Sandy Young in the 1978 action film The Wild Geese, that lit the proverbial spark, slashing through my Gordian knot of patchy ideas with uncanny precision. Starring heavyweights like Richard Burton, Roger Moore, and Richard Harris, the iconic mercenary movie emphasizes camaraderie, moral ambiguity, and the psychological toll of combat rather than just spectacle. Its ‘men on a mission’ concept went on to become something of a blueprint for narratives seen throughout the ’80s and ’90s, from gritty war adventures to blockbuster franchises. As I watched the ensemble cast’s African adventure for (probably) the hundredth time, I finally felt the inspiration I had been longing for: 

Why not bring together, merge, if you will, two of the genres I hold the deepest affection for, in a homage to two of their most influential creatives?

The answer was as obvious as it had previously proven elusive: A standalone story where the concepts of George A. Romero, aka the 'grandfather' of the modern zombie, meet Euan Lloyd’s classic production of The Wild Geese, based on Daniel Carney’s book The Thin White Line. 

As with most ideas formed on a couch late at night, the initial concept seemed straight forward enough, much in the same way as the true complexity of decisions made in the spirit of 3 am bravery only fully unravels in the cold light of the next day: Fifty of the best mercenaries in the business sent on a mission to Africa by a wealthy pharmaceutical executive, to retrieve a deposed president to be used as collateral in a business deal; all set against the backdrop of a mutated Ebola virus that has turned the world into a battlefield where the living are pitched against the scourge’s undead victims.

Almost two years later, I can readily admit that the attempt at having The Wild Geese collide with Romero's ravenous brainchildren in the story you are about to read has not only been a rewarding but a thoroughly humbling experience. Rewarding, because it allowed me to interact with Carney's characters on a personal level and beyond their original plight. Humbling, because, as I found out early in the process, the many layers beneath and complexities within the original story's premise, apart from representing a literary challenge, quickly served to expose my own creative inadequacies: I soon realized that, no matter my commitment to celebrating the artistry, the end result would inevitably fall short of the original works - at best perhaps resulting in a clumsy bow, but certainly nothing drawing near to an equivalent in any way, shape, or form. I say this, not to self-flagellate but to manage expectations. My ambition was never to copy or - perish the thought- rival, but to create a simple tribute to the kind of stories I love, and the talent behind them. As far as I am concerned, if you enjoy reading the result even remotely as much as I enjoyed writing it, then that's a 'Mission Accomplished'.

For those of you already familiar with The Wild Geese, I also hope you will see some of the intentional parallels to the movie, and perhaps even discover some Easter eggs placed throughout this book.

And for the zombie fans: I have tried to stay true to Romero's vision as best as I could. You, too, will find the odd nugget relating to his original trilogy (Night, Dawn, Day). But before I let you get on with reading, a few shoutouts to folks whom I have interacted with along the way, and who collectively have helped shape the very story you are about to dive into:

To author and journalist Tony Earnshaw, arguably the ultimate authority on all things The Wild Geese, whose book "Fifty Men in the Shadow of the Valley" meticulously documents the making of the movie.

To Alan Dawson, United Kingdom Colonial Marines, for his Sandy Young inspiration.

To Ben Brewster, Film & TV producer extraordinaire, for the creative exchanges.

And, of course, to my family, for sitting through endless screenings of The Wild Geese (my 8-year-old is still humming the title theme today).
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The paper bag felt as warm in his grip as the bottle tucked inside it. He rocked it gently, listening to the last of the liquid slosh around, then glanced at his watch. He loathed waiting—almost as much as he despised doing nothing. The summons had been terse, almost enigmatic: “Your presence is required, as is your skill set.” He shook his head, took a final gulp, and closed his eyes to savor the amber afterglow. Who still sent telegrams, anyway? Whatever lay ahead had better justify the summons. 

The steel bench beneath him was every bit as frigid and impersonal as the rest of the arrivals hall. He’d never warmed to air travel: the odd hours, the collective tension of strangers packed shoulder to shoulder, the smells, the cramped quarters, the din, the relentless invasions of privacy—each unpleasant on its own, but together utterly revolting. 

“Colonel Harris?” The demand cut through the terminal’s chaos like a drill sergeant’s bark. 

“You’re late.” Harris sat up, brushed a hand through his hair, then let the paper bag fall into a nearby metal bin with a resonant clang. 

“Early dinner?” The man’s sarcastic tone matched the polite curve of his smile. Harris almost expected that stony face to crack—he looked neither tall nor short, average in build, clad in a gray coat as blank as unpainted canvas, his polished Italian leather shoes gleaming against the lowest-bidder linoleum. He might have been any desk officer stereotype come to life. 

“If you’d follow me, please.” Without waiting, the man lifted Harris’s briefcase and pivoted sharply, leading him toward a side door labeled “No Admittance – Secure Area.” 

Harris fell into step behind him. He’d been around long enough to know when to stay quiet. He distrusted bureaucrats almost as much as criminals—and in his book, they shared the same flaws. He felt the armed guard’s gaze on them as they crossed the hall and turned right, just past the immigration counters where weary travelers queued to be subjected to the routine indignities. 

Ever since the virus had breached Europe’s shores—only to be driven back by the first tactical nukes fired on the continent—travel had never been the same. COVID-19 had been a nuisance; these new protocols were downright draconian. Gone were two-hour layovers; now you spent days under tight surveillance, shuttled between agencies (all supposedly coordinating), subjected to repeat virus-exposure and health surveys, and sleeping on field-hospital cots, hoping no one on your flight had carried the bug. Under the new ALIVE regime—Arrival-Limiting Intervention for Virus Elimination—passengers weren’t merely herded like livestock, they were treated like hardened felons, all part of Britain’s grand display of virus-control prowess designed to reassure global investors of the island’s unshakable resolve.

“And they used to joke about anal probes...” The coat man’s tongue clicked sharply, the sound ricocheting off the stainless-steel walls, as he tapped his ID card against the cold sensor panel. With a pneumatic hiss, the armored door surrendered its magnetic lock and slid open. “We thought it best for you to enter the country without going through... this,” he added, voice low and clipped. “Mind you, in these times it was no small feat.” He paused, allowing the steel door to thud shut behind them, then winced as a fine mist of disinfectant sprayed from an overhead nozzle, coating the threshold in a razor-sharp tang. “I assume you’re still on board for the assignment?” His tone carried the weary impatience of a man far too accustomed to shepherding fresh recruits through sterile checkpoints only to turn them back the next morning.

“I am. I’m also cold and tired.” Colonel Harris hugged himself, the scent of chlorine biting into his nostrils like an unwelcome reminder. “Could we move rather rapidly on?”

“Right this way, sir.” The coat man squared his shoulders and guided Harris along the corridor, its harsh fluorescent lights reflecting in the pale, scuffed linoleum. Each step echoed with sterile precision as they trudged toward the exit.

When they reached the exterior doors, Harris inhaled deeply. Outside, the air—thick with diesel exhaust—smelled, improbably, like fresh-cut flowers to his deprived senses. Relief flooded him at the sight of a waiting black limousine, its glossy paint reflecting the orange glow of streetlamps.

“Colonel Harris, I’m Reginald O’Shea.” The coat man—now formally introduced—clicked open the rear passenger door. Steam curled from the exhaust pipe as Harris slid into the supple leather seat. “Apologies for the brevity in there... but how do you do?”

Harris tugged the door handle closed and settled in. “This is all terribly mysterious.”

Through the tinted glass, O’Shea leaned in. “You’ll be meeting Sir Hillary.”

“Hillary the mountaineer?” Harris arched an eyebrow, amusement tugging at his lips.

O’Shea laughed softly as he circled to the other side and climbed in. “Hillary, CEO of Eupharm.” He tapped the driver’s shoulder; the Rolls-Royce’s idling engine rumbled to life, and they eased into the night.

As they weaved through thinning traffic, lines of heavily armed police at each Vehicle Virus Checkpoint barely glanced their way—dismissive flicks of the wrist that sent them on. Harris watched the endless queue of cars left behind, taillights blinking like stranded fireflies. Privilege of the indispensable, he thought wryly, as the limo accelerated.

He recalled the fevered panic that had seized the world: governments floundering, citizens barricaded behind makeshift barriers, rumors of an “African flu” spreading faster than any official word. And at the heart of it all stood Eupharm, paraded as savior by governments desperate for a hero. Their billboard-sized claims—fatal blow to the pandemic, vaccine pre-positioned in every town—had proved hollow. Storage units lay empty, ice packs melted, communities waiting for a miracle that never arrived.

Yet Eupharm had turned failure into triumph. Wall Street rallied behind the beleaguered giant, shareholders shoring up its battered stock with frightened fidelity. Political leaders, anxious to save face, embraced the corporation as a de facto partner—military deployments powerless in the face of public fear. In less than a month, the sci-fi nightmare of corporate rule had become reality. The boardroom wielded final authority; the only oversight came from richly padded shareholders clutching their dividends. Nations, once sovereign, now answered to quarterly earnings statements and supply-chain invoices.

Harris exhaled. He thought of the paper bag he’d tossed in the airport bin—bottle clinking somewhere inside. He was going to need that drink more than ever.
Before long, the city receded behind them. Cobblestone lanes bordered by untamed hedges replaced asphalt, then gave way to shorn fields stretching beneath an indifferent canopy of stars. Fifteen minutes later, gravel announced their arrival with a distinctive crackle beneath the Rolls-Royce's tires. Their destination appeared ahead— a mansion whose distant windows glowed faintly like the last embers of a dying fire.

The massive mahogany door swung open as they approached the portico with its imposing white columns, bathing the driveway in amber light reminiscent of October evenings. The entrance hall beyond spoke volumes: ostentatious furniture arranged with calculated precision, leaving no question about the owner's status. The press hadn't nicknamed Eupharm executives "the new royalty" without reason—a title Hillary clearly embraced. Harris eyed the random assortment of expensive paintings with barely concealed disdain.

"Admiring my collection?" Hillary's voice echoed hollowly through the space.

"The...diversity is remarkable," Harris lied. Everything about this presidential pretension reeked of nouveau riche—wealth Harris had neither possessed nor desired, especially if it meant associating with men like Hillary.

Overwhelmed, Harris glanced across the foyer where a figure stood framed in a doorway to the right, unexpectedly modest against the surrounding opulence.

"What should I call you? Sir...Harris?" O'Shea's eyebrow arched questioningly.

"You do." Harris had no interest in social niceties.

“You drink whiskey, I gather. Soda or water?” Hillary gestured at an elaborately carved credenza lined with top-shelf bottles. Harris scanned the reception room—gilded panels, textured walls hung with oil paintings and black-and- white photographs. 

“Large and straight, thank you.”

“Good of you to come at such short notice.” Hillary reluctantly poured a single whiskey into a large tumbler. Harris' reputation, as always, had preceded him.

“Thanks, I'm dry when I work.” Harris watched the amber liquid swirl around the glass, then downed the drink in one gulp. “Another, please.”

“Please, feel free with my whisky,” Hillary smirked.

“I will.” Harris took the bottle out of Hillary’s hands and placed it on the table. Then, reaching into his suit’s breast pocket, he retrieved a crumpled piece of paper. “A first-class air ticket and an unsigned cheque for $3,000. I have to give it to you, you are persuasive. Would you mind doing the honors, now that I am here?” Harris straightened the cheque on the glass table and expectantly fixed his gaze on Hillary.

“I trust you will find everything in order. It’s how I work.” Hillary pulled a golden ball pen from his pocket and signed the piece of paper. “I just hope your services won’t be too expensive.”

“That depends on the depth of the pockets of the client.” Having pocketed the cheque and poured a triple, Harris leaned back and grinned.

“I'm not a very humorous man.” Hillary scoffed and took a seat in a large Chesterfield armchair across from Hillary. “Tell me what happened with your previous contract with Eupharm.”

“You know very well what happened.” Harris shifted uneasily in the soft cushions of a plush three-seater. “You didn't pick my name out of a hat.”

“It was a disastrous failure,” Hillary emphasized every word, only adding to Harris’ irritation. 

“Not my failure. It was Uncle Sam’s drone team that botched it.” Hillary’s whiskey slowly but surely adding to his jetlag, Harris was in no mood to discuss the finer points of a deal gone awry. “But I am not here to give you a history lesson. Now that I've got your autograph, Sir Hillary, why am I here?” 

“Copper.” Hillary rose and maneuvered toward a gold-framed map of Africa above an ornate mantle. 

“Copper?” Harris’s eyes lit up. “This wouldn’t have anything to do with recent events in Tanzania? Let’s see if I can put two and two together...” Before Harris could elaborate, Hillary held up his hand. 

“I know you think yourself clever, but let me, as our American friends say, cut to the chase.” He traced a circle around East Africa. “Indeed, thanks to no small investment on our part, there has been a recent discovery of large copper deposits in Tanzania’s north. Unfortunately for us, as you know, in the last few weeks, Tanzania’s political landscape has undergone, shall we say, a somewhat dramatic change.” Hillary paused, fully expecting Harris to interject. 

“Don’t worry, you’re doing beautifully so far.” Harris poured himself another drink.

“In real terms, the coup in Tanzania has seen its president, Baraka, our principal ally in the endeavor, forcibly removed. Our sources tell us he has been shipped off to Kenya in some kind of secret handshake deal between the two governments. The new man in charge, some former general by the name Akida, has already publicly declared that Baraka committed suicide, which tells us that, even if Baraka is still alive, it won’t be long before he isn’t. But this isn’t about Baraka, strictly speaking. Do you know much about copper, Mr. Harris?”

“It’s used in wires; that’s about all I know.” Harris feigned interest as he waited for Hillary to get to the point.

“That, it is. But that’s not its only use. For our and Eupharm’s purposes, it is needed to produce biocidal drugs. Drugs that destroy or at least control undesirable organisms, such as our infectious friend that has already turned half the world population into ravenous lunatics. In fact, without copper, chances of developing a vaccine or reversing the virus’s effects are slim to none.” Hillary paused and returned to his seat. Meanwhile, Harris scrutinized the map. “Of course, Akida knows this very well. As any good dictator, his primary goal is to line his pockets. We’ve tried to persuade him as much as we could, but even Eupharm couldn’t prevent the Chinese from entering the picture. Let’s just say it is rumored they made an offer Akida couldn’t refuse.”

“So, I guess you want your copper concessions back? As you know, I am not a business broker.” Harris wasn’t sure what Hillary was getting at.

“Trust me, I am retaining you exactly for your established skills.” For the first time, Hillary smiled. “We need to get to Baraka before it’s too late, need to bring him back into the spotlight. His family is still as influential as it gets, and on both sides of the border. Eupharm thinks that under his leadership and with enough funding, taking back control of the country is more than just a possibility. The board believes it, and so do I. If we can get Baraka back in the seat, our copper worries are over. And I don’t need to tell you what that would mean, not just for Eupharm, but for the entire Western hemisphere.”

“I see.” Harris didn’t like Hillary, not by a long shot, but given the stakes involved, the prospect of writing his own cheque more than made up for his animosity. “You want me to retrieve Baraka and deliver him to you.”

“Correct. I am glad you get the picture.” Hillary retook the bottle and poured himself a drink.

“Where do I find him?” Harris ran his finger along the outline of the Tanzanian border on the map.

“He’s about to be moved across the border into Kenya. Shompole, to be exact. It is an abandoned game conservancy-turned-barracks in the south of the Great Rift Valley. You won’t find it on this map, but it exists. It is located between Lake Magadi to the north and Lake Natron to the south.”

“Why the hurry?” Harris squinted as he tried to read the map’s small print.

“Akida needed to get rid of Baraka quickly, but killing him, at least at the time, was not a viable option. There are still too many Baraka supporters in country. Too many eyes and ears. So, he has paid off the Kenyans to host Baraka for the time being. Call it a contingency measure. Bring back a corpse, and you find yourself in hot water, but bring back a live one, or at least something close enough to it, and you can still brand yourself a hero. That said, it won’t be long before Baraka’s lobby will ask questions as to his remains. The opposition is getting antsy.” Hillary paused, the rattle of freshly dropped ice cubes chilling more than the whiskey in his tumbler. “Any questions?”

“For the moment, just two.” His back still turned, Harris retrieved his index finger from a certain spot on the map and instead started digging around his tattered suit’s pocket. “First, when can we confirm Baraka’s presence at Shompole?”

“Within 24 hours of his arrival.” Hillary circled the room, trying to get a better look at the face of the man he had decided he loathed, well before he had walked into the room. “That’s guaranteed.”

Harris responded, but with a nod, further adding to Hillary’s irritation.

“And, two, can you hold Akida and his men at bay while we grab Baraka?”

“That, too, can be arranged.” Leaning on the mantlepiece, Hillary cocked his head, scrutinizing Harris’ pockmarked features.

“That's all for now.” Harris finally turned, his pale grey eyes devoid of any discernible emotion. 

“Don't you wish to discuss your fees and expenses?” Hillary didn’t want to admit it, but there was something unnerving about the man’s presence.

“Well, first of all, I have to determine if the project is feasible. If it is, I'll send you my account. I don’t discuss fees.” Harris finally retrieved a crumpled piece of paper from his pocket. “For now, if you’d be so kind...” 

A faint grimace of a smile flushed across Hillary’s face as he recognized the document. He had despised writing it at the time, but even more so now that he had met the man it was designed to lure. Powerful men, captains of industry, came running at his slightest behest.  Hillary the 1st didn’t pay for anyone to come and see him. And yet, Harris had refused him until he agreed to make it worth his while. 

“I realize you get compensated for risking your life. I do, however, hope you don’t hold it too valuable.” Hillary sneered, bracing against the map, as he hurriedly signed the check.

Harris again nodded. With mutual dislike more than established, there was little else to say.

“We shan't be seeing each other again,” Hillary had already decided to forego a handshake, and instead summoned O’Shea with the press of a silent button beneath the mantlepiece. “It's been a great pleasure, I’m sure. O’Shea will take things from here.”
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Harris smiled as he looked up and down the neglected façade of the early 19th-century building, its once-elegant Georgian windows now obscured by rusting coils of razor wire and mildew-spotted sandbags that leaked gritty rivulets onto the cracked pavement below. The media had christened it ' Blitz 2.0'—a label that clung to London like the acrid smell of burning that never quite dissipated these days. When the virus, having ravaged the cobblestone streets and grand boulevards of continental Europe, finally crossed the slate-gray waters of the Channel, Britain' s collective memory awoke with startling clarity. The Kingdom's response was as swift as it was familiar: air raid wardens in faded yellow vests patrolled lamp-lit streets, their faces haggard but determined beneath the glow of battery-powered lanterns. Hospitals—those sterile white tombs that had become charnel houses across France and Germany—were abandoned in favor of makeshift medical stations nestled in the damp, echoing tunnels of the Underground, where the constant drip of groundwater provided percussion to the moans of the infected. When the shambling dead finally pressed their decomposing fingers against London's hastily erected barricades, the city met them with grim resolve. In the aftermath, as Parliament's surviving members declared victory from behind the bulletproof glass of their emergency bunker, London remained—battered, transformed, but unbowed. The tabloids trumpeted comparisons to the pandemic of decades past, but failed to acknowledge the true cost: a metropolis forever changed, its citizens now prisoners within their own fortified sanctuary. It was hard to tell whether the peeling paint on the guest house’s entrance was the result of neglect or undead assault, but going by Hillary’s choice of lodgings, the man’s hubris was only outdone by his contempt for employees.

“Here we are.” O’Shea held open the creaky door.

“Here? This is it?” Harris remained in place.

“First-class hotels have eyes and ears, the kind Mr. Hillary is not too keen on seeing or hearing you or anything about what you have been recruited for.” O’Shea sighed, his demeanor far too close to that of his employer, at least for Harris’ liking. 

Harris entered the dimly lit foyer, where a musky smell of stale carpets pushed back against the rush of late autumn air from the open door. 

“In here is a passport, a driving license, a letter of engagement, and a phone number. My number. It’s 24 hours. I have been instructed to provide everything you need.” O’Shea offered tersely as he extended a brown envelope, taking great care not to cross the threshold in the process.

“I've got some jobs for you immediately.” Having inspected the documents, Harris fixed O’Shea with a hardened gaze.

“Go on,” O’Shea responded in kind.

“I want a detailed map of the area around Shompole and a CAD drawing of the place Baraka will be held; plus, all the details you can get me on the Kenyan garrison’s strength.” 

“It will be delivered by secure mail.” O’Shea didn’t blink.

“It will be delivered by hand. I don’t do mail.” Harris held up an antiquated cellphone.

“Very well. Is that all?” O’Shea nervously looked over his shoulder. The sound of heavy boots echoed down the street, a Home Guard unit on night patrol approaching.

“Now, I want you to find me two men.” Harris held up his fingers. “First, Jarvis Cormac. If he's alive, he's here in London.” 

At the mention of the name, O’Shea closed the door behind him and joined Harris in the shadows of the deserted foyer.

“Jarvis Cormac... fair-haired, calabash pipe, thick glasses.”

“That's him. This is going to be a tough assignment, and he is the best planner there is. No Cormac, no contract.” Harris’ stern voice left no doubt about his resolve.

“I'll call you about him within an hour,” O’Shea replied obligingly. Running around London at this time of night was nothing compared to Hillary’s wrath should Harris decide to abandon ship. “And the other one?”

“Rory Matthison. Youthful looks, if he’s still got them. Warped sense of humor...”

“I know the name Rory Matthison,” O’Shea interrupted. “I’ll try my best, but there could be a problem.”

“Find him. The same goes for him: No Matthison, no deal.”

“Finding him won’t be the issue. Getting him out of lockup might be.” O’Shea again imagined his boss’s icy breath down his neck. “But if anyone can, it’s Hillary.”

“That is all for now.” Harris pivoted and headed for the sleepy receptionist further into the cavernous entry hall, leaving O’Shea to ponder his mission.

Harris’ knock on the heavy wooden door was answered by a child’s jubilation inside the apartment. It had taken him the better part of two hours to traverse the few miles into South London; a trip which, under normal circumstances, would have taken less than one. But thanks to both military and medical checkpoints positioned just about every other block, travel around the city, apart from perilous, had become tediously slow. 

‘Still, better than what lies beyond the city limits, Harris had thought as he had tipped his hat at the final checkpoint before reaching Cormac’s residence. From Camden to the North, Hammersmith to the West, and Tower Hamlets to the East, not many people ventured beyond the relative protection of the virtual wall surrounding what had previously been considered central London. Even fewer dared to venture beyond the heavily guarded bridges across the Thames, the river now commonly accepted as the proverbial watershed between the last remnants of civilization and the ‘badlands’; a term coined by cunning real estate agents keen to keep limiting supply against overwhelming demand for housing in London’s equivalent of Baghdad’s former Green Zone. False rumors about regular outbreaks in the South, massively inflated casualty numbers, and horror stories of residents being left to fend for themselves against hordes of the undead, were as frequent as they were mostly untrue; ‘mostly’, because the influx of refugees from mainland Europe remained as steady as it had been since the day the first set of teeth embedded itself in the arm of a border official along the Mediterranean. Since then, the M20, all the way up from Dover, had become a ‘feeder’ route into the southern parts of the city more than it had ever been, and in the true meaning of the word.

Looking out the window of the hallway leading to Cormac’s third-floor apartment, the difference between the heavily fortified townhouses in the inner city and the distinct lack of defenses on this side of the river was striking. Especially now, with the monochrome of night concealing facades pockmarked by several years of combat against the ravenous undead, the marauding living, and the various factions that continued to mushroom in the power vacuum outside the city walls, Lambeth could have competed with any other of London’s swankier boroughs.

‘Africa,’ Harris had thought. It had already seemed like a different world, even without the world itself going to hell. How much more different would it be now? Or how much more alike to what the former ‘West” had turned into? As long as Cormac and Matthison were on board, they would find out soon enough. 

“Who’s there?” Cormac’s impeccable British accent was unmistakable.

“Open up, you old plonker!” Harris smiled in anticipation, and his term of endearment did not go without reaction. A few clicks of various locks on the inside, and the heavy door flew open, revealing the man he hadn’t seen in close to a decade.

“Harris, you old pigdog!” Without hesitation, Cormac stepped forward and smothered Harris in a giant hug, holding on just long enough for him to feel embarrassed.

“Are we going to make out here in the corridor, or are you going to invite me in?” Harris wiggled himself out of the taller man’s embrace. 

“Who’s that, Dad?” Behind Cormac, a young boy curiously studied Harris from a safe distance.

“This, my son, is Harris, or ‘Pigdog’ as we used to call him.” Cormac put his arm around Harris’ shoulder and led him into the apartment.

“Pleasure to meet you, Sir.” The boy straightened himself and extended a hand.

“The ‘Sir’ is a byproduct of a rather expensive education.” Cormac quipped as the two shook hands.

The majority of the otherwise spacious apartment was taken up by what reminded Harris of the inventory of a Portobello Rd thrift store. Desks, paintings, lamps, odds and ends, as far and as high as the eye could see. Navigating through a virtual labyrinth of antiques and boxed up curios, the crowded hall gave way to an only marginally less cluttered living room. 

“Searching, finding, buying, selling. It’s what I do now.” Cormac pointed at the various piles of objects dotted about the room. “I’m getting quite good at it, too. You’d be surprised how much people pay for a sense of nostalgia.”

Having swiped a stack of old newspapers off a well-worn Chesterfield sofa, Cormac retrieved two glasses from a nearby cabinet. “Here, have a seat. It must be, what, six years since...?”

“Ten, actually.” Harris smiled. “Ten whole damn years.”

Cormac paused and scratched his head. “By George. It really is ten.”

Placing a crystal tumbler on the coffee table in front of Harris, Cormac brimmed with excitement. “What have you been doing with yourself. Tell me, how is Irene?” 

“Irene passed. Cancer. Almost 5 years now.” Harris took the glass, gazing at the crystal’s kaleidoscopic reflection of the living room chandelier lights.

“I am...I’m so...” Cormac mumbled. Words of comfort had never been his strength, let alone part of their previous life.

“It was quick. She lasted less than a month,” Harris replied matter-of-factly. It was best to terminate the subject. Meanwhile, Cormac fumbled with a half-full decanter.

“So then, what brings you to these parts? Last I heard, you were chasing some Boko Haram baddies down in Nigeria?” Cormac twitched as the vessel’s stopper finally came loose with a loud plop.

“It’s funny you should mention Africa.” Harris was again all business. “Because that’s exactly why I am here.”

“You know I am out of that line of work, don’t you? I have been for some time.” Pain streaked across Cormac’s features as his mind wrestled against an unwelcome flood of memories.

“This one, we’re going to win. You, Rory, and I,” Harris assured, trying to ignore the palpable change in atmosphere.

“A minute ago, I was still glad to see you. Now I’d rather you hadn’t come at all.” Cormac placed the decanter on the table and sat down next to Harris, broodingly gazing at the table.

“I tell you what, let me not spoil our reunion. If you can help me out with something here tonight, then I won’t bother you with my business anymore. Fair deal?” Harris placed his hand on Cormac’s shoulder, earning him a smirk.

“You’re going all soft on me in your old age now?” Cormac took off his glasses and wiped the moisture from his eyes. “Look at me. I guess it’s the difference between nostalgia and real memories.”

“It’s because of the past that I am here. You always were the best planner, hands down. None better.” Harris regained composure. Having retrieved a small flash drive from his pocket, he placed it on the table. “I trust there is a computer somewhere among all that debris?”

“Michael, go get me that notebook from under George the 5th, please?” Cormac replaced his glasses and rubbed his hands together. “Let’s see what you got.”

The machine’s hard drive had ticked and rattled, but ultimately yielded to a skillfully placed slap on its side by Cormac’s son. Now, the soft greenish glow of its screen reminded Harris of his brief stint as a drone operator early in the ‘new war’, back when top brass still thought it a good strategy to pitch live bodies against the dead in direct combat, turning battlefields into meat grinders and, by virtue of subsequent infection rates, a force multiplier for the virus. He had seen the outcome of fighting an enemy without rules back in Nigeria. Taking this one on face-to-face, he had rightfully figured back then, would be infinitely worse. In the end, he had watched Africa come undone from the comfort of a pilot’s seat in an air-conditioned container, close enough to the action to see it in vivid color, but far enough to get away when the big wave finally hit. And hit, it did. When the first dead hands clutched BATUK’s - the British Army Training Unit Kenya’s - perimeter fencing, he made good on Plan B, eventually staying ahead of the great panic all the way back to Europe, back when there was still a Europe to speak of.

“There it is. Bring it up. Can you enlarge it?” Harris pointed at one of several satellite images in a folder marked ‘SF’.

“SF...Special Forces? How original.” Cormac quipped as he double-clicked the file.

“Scot Free. It’s what they’ve named the OP. I find it rather appropriate.” Whilst he harbored more than a fair share of disdain for the likes of Hillary, Harris kind of liked the implied sentiment of
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