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        Retired MI6 spy Mason Nash moved to a sleepy English town so he could leave his former violent life behind.

        He soon learns that past transgressions have a way of catching up with you.

        When hired killers invade his peaceful new existence Nash is forced to fall back on his old ways to find out who sent assassins after him and why.

        What he uncovers sends him on a globetrotting quest involving old friends, a new clandestine spy agency and a world-wide conspiracy where no one is quite who they seem.

        Nash finds out how hard it is to adhere to non-violent ways when everyone is trying to kill you.

        A page burner of a novel full of action and wit, Past Transgressions is definitely not your regular espionage thriller.
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      Devil’s End was the type of town tourists would call quintessentially English. A Benedictine Abbey overlooked picture-postcard streets lined with stone cottages, surrounded by rolling green countryside. It was a quiet, sleepy Cotswold town. Quiet was exactly what the newest resident of Devil’s End sought.

      Late-afternoon grey clouds hung low over the cobblestoned streets, somewhat tarnishing the picturesque scene. Stuffing his hands deep in his pockets to ward off the incoming chill, Mason Nash walked briskly.

      Facing the small town square, the Hangman’s Inn was a Tudor building that had been heavily renovated over the centuries, but still somehow retained its quaint charm. It was hard to know if any part of the four-hundred-year-old pub was original. Not that Nash cared as he opened the front door and was enveloped by the warmth of the pub’s open fireplace.

      As he strode in, a few of the locals bobbed their head in Nash’s direction. Denise, the publican, gave him a friendly wave. It had taken six months to even achieve this landmark level of acknowledgement. Devil’s End was a place where ten-year residents were still referred to as newcomers.

      Taking up his usual position at a table at the rear of the pub, Nash took off his coat, pulled out his book and gave a shiver to shed the last of the outside cold. Settling in for the evening, he began to read.

      The small smattering of locals populated tables and booths in the low-ceilinged pub. The bar took up one entire wall. Deep chocolate wood, it was decorated with exotic bottles and knick-knacks accumulated over the pub’s long history. High above the bar, a weathered wooden plaque reminded patrons they were in the Hangman’s Inn. If that wasn’t subtle enough, on one side was a noose, on the other a real-looking shotgun.

      “Alright, love?”

      Nash looked up to see a pretty young waitress beaming down at him. Since he’d turned fifty he deemed everyone under thirty-five as young. With a shock of grey hair and matching beard, Nash would never be mistaken for a young man, despite his strict weights and fitness regime.

      “Pint of Newcastle Brown and today’s special, cheers.”

      The pub’s kitchen had had the same daily special for the last six months. Nash didn’t mind. The shepherd’s pie was hearty and exactly what he needed to fend off the chill of the evening.

      Making a note in her pad, the waitress didn’t immediately leave. Instead, she leaned towards the book in his hands. “Bit of light reading?”

      Turning over the heavy tome, Nash chuckled. “Just learning about some local history. I’m up to the witch trials around these parts. I didn’t know the town had such a colourful past.”

      “You don’t name a town Devil’s End after a nice tree.” The waitress laughed before her face turned solemn. “This place has a dark past, more than most.”

      Nash smiled. “I can relate.”

      Seemingly in no hurry, the waitress asked, “You’re the new history teacher up at the high school?”

      “And I’m not even wearing a jacket with elbow patches.” He held out his hand. “Edmond Green.”

      It was a name Nash was still getting used to.

      Taking his calloused hand in her soft one, she replied, “Lila, Lila Pickford.”

      “Nice to formally meet you, Lila. How did you know who I was?”

      “Small town.” She shrugged. “Everyone knows everyone.” Lila flicked a finger in his direction. “I’ve seen you, up on Pertwee hill, just sitting there for hours on end. I’ve always wondered, what are you doing up there?”

      “Meditating. I picked it up when I was bumming around India.”

      “Like, as in thinking about nothing?”

      “Ultimately, I guess. It’s more a tranquil mind exercise. It’s about noticing your thoughts but offering no judgement on them. Getting into a deep state of relaxation and reducing the noise of the world.”

      “Oh, right. That’s cool.” Lila appeared genuinely interested, or at least was managing a close approximation of it. “I imagine the life of a teacher must be pretty stressful.”

      It took an effort for Nash not to laugh out loud. “They’re not the bad thoughts I’m blocking.”

      Nash imagined he’d give the poor woman nightmares if he ever shared the memories he so desperately tried to suppress. His past life was not one he wanted to relive. Meditation helped make it seem like another time, long ago, but ultimately he had to learn to live with the man he’d once been. The new Nash really tried to embody the practice of Ahimsa, the ancient Indian principle of nonviolence, which states that all acts of violence have karmic consequences.

      In keeping with those principles he would have preferred a more ethical, less meat-oriented option for his dinner, but the pub offered no vegetarian options, so the shepherd’s pie would have to do. He was making a concerted effort to get to know the townsfolk and the pub was the perfect place to present himself as just another resident of the sleepy Devil’s End.

      If he were twenty years younger Nash wouldn’t have minded getting to know Lila better. Quick to smile, great skin, dimples and mischievous eyes; she was just his type. Unfortunately, his years of picking up bar staff had long passed. Even though he was still fit, there was more grey hair than brown, he had to hope his salt-and-pepper beard made him look distinguished rather than old. He’d let Lila be a distracting little daydream and leave it as that.

      But there was something about her he couldn’t immediately dismiss. She reminded Nash of someone, but for the life of him he couldn’t remember who. Then again, at his age everyone reminded him of someone. This memory was different, though; important and certainly buried. So many buried memories. It’s what happened when you spent half your life performing tasks that would give civilians a lifetime of nightmares. Nash did his best to bury his past deep, but some memories would randomly jump out without warning. Sometimes for days at a time. Those were not good days.

      “Hey there, you’re a million miles away.” Lila waved her notepad before his eyes. “You having an out-of-body experience there?”

      “I’ve only had one of those and that was at a Red Hot Chilli Peppers concert.”

      Smirking, Lika asked, “The who?”

      “No, they were before my time.”

      Laughing out loud, she replied, “You’re funny.”

      “I have my moments.”

      In no apparent hurry to get back to work, she asked, “You always take the same seat, why is that?”

      The question gave Nash pause. He tilted his head. “I don’t think I do…”

      “Yeah, every time. Up the back, facing the door.” She turned towards the thinly populated establishment. “You can see the whole pub from here.”

      The fighting seat, Nash’s old SAS instructor had called it. It had been ingrained in him for so long he’d forgotten he still did it. Select the most easily defendable position in any situation. Old habits die hard.

      He found it amusing that despite his chosen path of pacifism he was still practising the habits established in his more brutal past. The old ways weren’t exactly in keeping with the philosophy of the non-violent yama of Ahimsa. Perhaps the new Nash wasn’t as enlightened as he’d thought.

      “Seems I’ll have to change things up if I’m getting predictable.”

      “Nothing wrong with predictable.” Lila curled the ends of her long dirty blonde hair coquettishly. “There’s many a local lady in these parts who’d like a predictable, eligible man such as yourself.”

      “Many?” Nash shifted uncomfortably in his seat. This was turning into a less staid evening than he’d envisaged.

      “Oh, for sure.” Lila tucked a stray hair behind her ear. “You’re quite the topic of discussion in the local spinsters’ network.”

      “I am?”

      “A good-looking man who reads more than the football results, doesn’t smell of manure and has all his teeth? Darlin’, you’re a catch.” She laughed, but there was determination in her eyes. “And I should know.”

      “And how would the local spinsters’ network know I’m eligible?”

      She leaned forward—very forward. Her lips lightly brushed his ear as she whispered throatily, “Small town.” Taking her time to rise to her full height, Lila seemed to enjoy the surprised expression on his face.

      Giving him a wink, she said, “I’ll put your order in and get you that pint.” She spun and gave him a kittenish grin which brought out her dimples. “You just let me know if there’s any way I can service you.”

      As she disappeared behind the bar Nash blinked several times. He wasn’t entirely sure what had just happened. He did his best to focus on his book, but the words floated around the page, stubbornly refusing to coalesce into anything legible.

      Abandoning the effort, Nash looked up and took in the pub. There were a few regular faces who seemingly never left the confines of the Hangman’s Inn. As he looked around, he saw a couple enter and immediately gravitate towards the far booth. Dressed in black, they picked the darkest part of the tavern. They were dressed far better than the locals—even at this distance, Nash could tell they wore designer outfits. Their haircuts were expensive, as was their sturdy footwear. But that wasn’t what drew Nash’s attention.

      The man and the woman were doing their best to appear casual, but their taut muscles betrayed their supposed outward calm. It was their frequent faux-casual glances around the pub that gave away their intent. It seemed their focus was directed at one thing in particular: Nash.

      After all these years, picking the fighting seat still had its advantages.

      About to dismiss his observations as an overly vigilant relic of a past life, Nash noticed a man pacing outside. Through the front tavern window, he watched the man, dressed similarly to the couple and with an equally expensive haircut, walking up and back in front of the pub. One could call it patrolling. If the man’s earpiece wasn’t enough to dispel Nash’s concerns that he was being overly cautious, the handgun-shaped bulge under the man jacket certainly was. The man walked away from the pub, square-jawed and determined. Where are you going, man?

      “Newcastle.”

      Nash stood and walked to the bar where the publican Denise held his pint aloft. He took it with a bob of his head. His pacifist leanings contorted within the depths of his subconscious.

      Keeping his voice low, he whispered, “Hey Denise, there’s something I’ve been meaning to ask. That shotgun over the bar, it wouldn’t happen to be real, would it?”

      “That, love?” She chortled. “In this country? God, no. Barrel was welded shut years ago, why’d you ask?”

      “No reason.” Nash did his best to keep his gaze off the newly arrived couple. “You mind if I grab my cutlery now?”

      “Lila will bring it over, but feel free to grab some if you want, love.”

      Nash gave her the thumbs-up and proceeded to the wooden cutlery trays, napkins and condiments at the end of the bar. Picking up a salt and pepper shaker, he used a large paper napkin to conceal the fistful of heavy wooden-handled steak knives. Returning to his table, he placed his stash beside him, away from prying eyes. Under the pretence of reading his book, Nash used the reflective surfaces around the bar to keep an eye on his new friends.

      The likeliest explanation was that he was being overly paranoid and the well-dressed couple were nothing more than that. The yogi in him wished it was true. It was entirely possible the man out the front wore a hearing aid, and the bulge in his pocket was nothing more sinister than a pair of sunglasses. But Nash’s years of training and experience told him these simple explanations were wrong. He couldn’t pinpoint the precise reason he was on edge, but every fibre of his being told him these people were here to do him harm.

      As much as the new Nash tried to adhere to Gandhi’s principles of non-violence, the old Mason Nash wasn’t about to make it easy for them.

      Visualising potential assault scenarios, Nash mentally walked through various counterattack strategies. Flexing and unflexing his hands, he did his best to prepare for the inevitable fight.

      From the corner of his eye, he saw the woman issue a subtle nod as the man stood. A non-verbal sign of approval.

      Oh, come on guys, that’s sloppy.

      Noticing the man stalking towards him, Nash raised his head from his supposed reading and faced the man front-on for the first time. There was no doubt in Nash’s mind now. The man reached into his jacket.

      As his fingers encircled the hilt of the steak knife, Nash resumed the persona of the man he’d vowed to never be again. Self-preservation trumped philosophy, it seemed. The swinging doors of the kitchen flung open and Lila emerged with a big plate and an even bigger smile. Nash’s eyes narrowed on the man in the centre of the room as he followed Lila’s progress. He was going to use her approach as cover.

      Swinging her hips, Lila beamed at Nash. “I asked chef to put extra cheese on top. Trust me, it takes it to a whole new level. Well, as much as Mich’s cooking can.”

      Nash stood. The unexpected move had an immediate effect. Lila’s cheery demeanour was muted by the sudden and aggressive move. And the man in the centre of the room reeled as he extracted a Glock G20.

      The sight of the gun didn’t panic Nash like it would most history teachers. He’d seen plenty in his time. “Whatever this is, you don’t have to do it. We can find a peaceful way out of this.”

      The man tilted his head ever so slightly, as if surprised by the reaction from Nash. The moment of curiosity remained precisely that: a moment. Nash watched the muscles in the man’s neck twitch and the slightest of tightening of his grip on the pistol. There was only one way this was going to end.

      Oh hell.

      As the man stepped forward, determination etched across his face, Nash yelled, “Lila, down!”

      The waitress was too shocked to heed Nash’s order, so he grasped her shoulder and forcibly pushed her aside, sending his food crashing to the floor. A deafening gunshot rang out, but it was rushed and went wide. Nash ducked low with a knife in each hand and sprinted to the left, forcing the assassin to adjust his aim. That moment was all Nash needed. He darted to the right and threw the steak knife at the man’s exposed chest.

      Before the assassin could unleash another shot, the knife found its mark in the man’s shoulder. He screamed as his shot embedded itself into the ceiling. The knife blade wasn’t lodged deep, and thankfully the wound didn’t appear to be fatal, but Nash was impressed that the piece of cutlery had even managed to do that much.

      The two patrons closest to the door made the sensible choice and scrambled out of the pub. The assassin’s companion held back, apparently waiting to see how things would play out. Nash was both personally thankful and—as a professional—disgusted with her choice. You always backed your partner. In a fight for your life, “fair” didn’t enter into it.

      The woman pressed her ear and practically yelled, “Under attack by target. Get back here, now!”

      Nash figured she was calling back the third member of the group. If it were Nash, he’d have positioned a third shooter at his home in case the first two failed. The woman wasn’t holding off her attack because she wanted a fair fight, she was waiting for backup.

      Crying in pain, the first assassin slapped the wooden-handled knife from his shoulder and lifted his weapon once more, though his hand was far more unsteady now.

      Rushing towards his foe, Nash breathed out, “Sorry, Gandhi.”

      The knife must have hit an axillary artery, as a deep red seeped above his jacket. Before the assassin could take aim, Nash acted on instinct and thrust the man’s arm upward, sending a round booming through the confines of the pub. With the man’s arm aloft, Nash plunged the other steak knife deep into the man’s firing arm, between the radius and the ulna. He twisted it for good measure, then tugged downward to open the wound even wider.

      Filipino martial arts had taught Nash that the opponent’s hand should be his top priority. De-fanging the snake, his intense instructor had called it, and that had been Nash’s intent. However, despite the horrendous injury, the assassin still held the Glock in his trembling hand and was gritting his teeth as he bent the barrel towards Nash.

      Groaning as he held the muscular arm at bay, Nash said, “Don’t, please.” He watched the gun barrel tilt towards him. “I don’t want to…”

      Another shot rang in his ears. It was immediately followed by a scream. Nash’s gaze darted to see Lila cowering under his table with her hands over her head, shaking in fear. A large chunk of the corner of the table above her head was missing.

      The assassin noted Nash’s reaction and aimed the pistol in Lila’s direction.

      “Stop this, please.” Nash heard the desperation in his own voice.

      Between clenched teeth, the assassin groaned, “Fuck you.”

      The man wouldn’t stop. Nash had no choice. Fuck you for making me do this.

      Extracting the knife from the assassin’s arm, Nash repeatedly stabbed the man’s side, sending geysers of blood spurting from the wounds. It was a savage blow but, assuming he sought immediate hospital care, a non-fatal one. Weakened, legs buckling, the big man cried in agony.

      The assassin’s pistol clattered to the floor. Nash held the now-crumbling body upright, scanning for the man’s companion. It didn’t take long to find her. She advanced towards him, hand in her jacket, wrath in her eyes. She wasn’t firing; she must have known her partner was still alive. To challenge that notion, Nash pushed the heavy body towards her. As she reeled backwards, Nash flung the knife at her, but it was so slick with blood it didn’t release correctly and instead sailed harmlessly overhead, clanging against the bottles behind the bar.

      The moaning man’s gun had fallen near the front entrance, too far away for Nash to reach it before the woman could get off her first shot. Instead, he launched himself at her, slapping the gun from her hand as she raised it. It flew through the air, landing heavily on the big bar near the cutlery trays.

      Their gazes followed the clanging pistol and as one, they raced for the weapon. Nash was slightly to the left and he arrived a fraction of a second behind. As his opponent reached for the Glock, Nash brought down a newly acquired steak knife through the back of her hand, halting its advance an inch short of its target.

      Screaming in agony, the woman doubled down her cries of pain as Nash bashed the hilt of the blade deeper into the wood of the bar. Grasping her other wrist, Nash contorted his body to grab another steak knife. He slammed her undamaged hand on the bar and drove the knife through the other palm.

      The woman’s screams intermingled with the cries of her companion slumped on the floor. Both individuals had chosen violence this day, and Nash had been forced to meet that choice with an equivalent response, but he wanted no more. He could easily have taken both their lives, but that was something Nash had vowed never to do again, and he wasn’t about to break his oath if he could avoid it. He’d incapacitated the assailants, but kept them alive for medical assistance and, almost importantly, questioning. He had many questions.

      Picking up the pistol, Nash heard the front door swing open. Without turning, he dove to the ground and rolled as the sound of machine-gun fire erupted in the confined space. Darting behind a table, Nash flipped it to offer some semblance of cover as bullets strafed the tavern.

      From his cover, Nash yelled, “You people are really messing with my Ahimsa here!”

      He cast an eye around the room to see the terrified civilians under fire. The madman who had entered didn’t care where his bullets struck. They’d all be dead within seconds unless he was stopped.

      Nash let out a defeated sigh and gripped the pistol tight. Waiting for his moment, he feinted left before darting the right and emerging from behind the table. He fired a single bullet into the remaining assassin’s forehead.

      All gunfire ceased as the man collapsed backward. Nash dropped his gun to the floor, feeling nauseous to his core. Turning to the bar, his shoulders slumped.

      “Why did you make me…” He scratched the back of his neck. “I didn’t want to…”

      The assassin on the floor was now silent, a bullet in his skull courtesy of his comrade’s erratic gunfire. The assassin Nash had pinned to the bar was now streaked with bullet holes, her body slumped, dangling in a grotesque impromptu crucifixion.

      Inhaling unsteadily, Nash drew on the practice he’d learned in India to slow his inhalations in the futile hope he could calm his thoughts. Forcing himself into the moment, he assessed the damage. He found it ironic he was using his eastern training at a time like this. First and foremost, the locals appeared unhurt. Only the three assassins bore fatal wounds, everyone else was unharmed, at least physically. The tavern was shot up but easily repaired; the locals’ nerves, not so much.

      The pub’s patrons unsteadily began to emerge from their impromptu hiding spots. Nash leaned down and offered his hand to Lila, who stared at it, uncomprehending. Shock. They would all need blankets and warm drinks. But that would have to wait.

      Standing, he addressed the room. “Everything is okay now.” Nash realised his voice was as steady as his hands. “You’re safe. It’s over.” He turned towards the permed blonde head emerging from behind the bar. “Hi, Denise.” He plastered on the friendliest tone he could manage. “Uh, would you mind calling the police?”

      Face white as bleached sheets, Denise stuttered, “Who were they?”

      “That,” he exhaled, feeling more aches than he had in years, “is something I intend to find out.”
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      “Cutlery?”

      “That’s what I said.” Nash had been over the story so many times he had no emotion left to invest in his timbre. “Namely steak knives.” He sighed. “As I told,” he pointed to the contingent of police and emergency services workers huddled together in the dark town square, “him, him, her, her and him.”

      Nash sat on the kerb outside the Hangman’s Inn, a silver thermal blanket draped around his shoulders. Before him stood a squat superintendent, with a notepad and a distinctly sceptical demeanour.

      The police officer pushed his peaked cap back with his pencil. “Well, I’m the one asking the questions now, sir.”

      “Obviously. I can tell by the copious stream of verbal effluent cascading from you.” Nash rubbed his hands down his face. “How many fucking times do I have to tell the same fucking story?”

      The superintendent’s pencil snapped as his eyes cast daggers at Nash.

      “I think we could all do with a bit of a break.”

      Nash turned from the superintendent’s pasty, reddening face to the newcomer who seemed to have appeared out of nowhere. Nash smiled. It was the first genuine moment of joy he’d had in the hours since this whole mess began.

      The newcomer flashed his ID card and led the still-riled police officer a few paces away to have a quiet word. It took only a few moments before the superintendent capitulated and wandered off to the clutch of police pouring tea under a temporary tent set up in the square.

      The new man sat down on the kerb next to Nash with a grunt. He was tall, and had further to travel.

      Nash shook the newcomer’s hand. “Was I snippy?”

      In reply, Nash’s new companion slowly shook his head. “I think the use of the phrase verbal effluent indicated the train had well and truly departed Reasonable Station and was thoroughly on its way to Snippy Town.”

      “I’ve had a bit of a day.” Nash leaned over and shouted towards the departing superintendent, “Sorry, I’ve had a bit of a day!”

      In return, the red-faced superintendent gave a half wave and grunted.

      Paul Cavendish chuckled. The head of Spec Ops at MI6 had once been Nash’s boss, and was one of the few people from those days Nash still genuinely called a friend, though it had been years since they’d last spoken. Tall, gangly and caring, Paul was one of the authentic good guys in an industry of bastards. The often morally ambiguous duties of those in espionage meant “nice” was as rare as platinum, and just as valuable.

      Paul also had one the sharpest minds Nash had ever known, not that his lanky facade gave much of an indication. It was a misapprehension Paul had taken advantage of often. People underestimated Paul Cavendish at their peril.

      Their friendship had been forged in bullets and blood. They’d bonded over bad fathers and good whiskey. Back in the day they’d traded stories of whose father had inflicted the longest-lasting mental scars. They never had come up with a clear victor. But father's didn't seem on Paul's mind tonight.

      Rubbing his hands together for warmth, Paul said, “You’ve caused quite the ruckus.”

      Looking at the volume of emergency services vehicles and flashing lights illuminating the sleepy town, Nash replied, “Seems that way.”

      “An ex-member of MI6 killing three assassins will do that.”

      “One.”

      “What’s that?”

      “I only killed one, and that was an absolute last resort.”

      “Ah.” Paul reached into his pocket and handed Nash a hip flask. “They’ve thrown everyone at this one. The local cops, heads of the LPA, Border Force, GDSC, MI5, the amalgamated traffic wardens union and the local chapter of the Postman Pat Fan Club. Everyone.”

      As much as he didn’t want to, Nash smiled. “Not all of those are real, are they?”

      “No.” Paul laughed quietly. “MI5 wouldn’t get out of bed for anything less than a terrorist bombing.” He grinned. “Good to see you, old friend.”

      “Go easy on the old.” Nash took a sip from Paul’s flask and was pleasantly surprised by the expensive tasting whiskey. The man always knew good booze.

      Paul laughed. “I thought you and I were done.”

      “So did I.”

      It was rare for a senior member of MI6 to attend a domestic disturbance. The organisation had no jurisdiction to operate within the borders of the United
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remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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