

Chapter 1

With their knives sharpened, their guns loaded and, for now, keeping a lid on their rampant desires, they visited the man named Leo Barone in the dead of night, after first making sure his wife and three children were home. They moved in utter silence, embracing the dark like the pure predators they were.

‘Daga,’ the woman said. ‘I’ll need a few seconds for the alarm.’

The man nodded, resting his powerful bulk on his haunches, waiting, the very thought of bloodletting already flooding his senses far beyond their normal levels. His full name was Cassadaga, and he was a mythical killer made flesh.

‘I live for this,’ he whispered.

‘Me too,’ the woman said as she connected a home-made keypad to the door’s modern digital lock.

Ivana was his partner in everything, a safecracker, a thief, and a hot-blooded murderer. Together, they had scoured Europe for the last two months, preying on the innocent where they could, moving on when growing attention forced them to.

‘You think we’re doing the right thing here?’ Ivana asked as she worked. ‘This is Italy. We should be savouring the wine, the pasta, and hot, sticky pools of blood.’

Daga knew she wasn’t questioning the killing that was soon to come. She lived for it as much as he did. What she meant was should they be working for … him.

‘He has the money we need,’ Daga said. ‘He went through the right channels. He said all the right things. As usual, my love, we take each day as it comes.’

Two months of slaking their bloody lust across nine countries had eaten into their reserves of cash. Daga was bankrolling them both and since – until recently – he’d had a ten-year sojourn, he wasn’t exactly flush with cash. Still, the death spree had been worth it.

People had whispered about Daga for years, called him the world’s most vicious thief. He was unkillable, a myth, a demon. Nightmare stories were told about him, repeated quietly around campfires in the dead of night.

Behave, child, or Cassadaga will come for you.

His eyes fixed on Ivana as she worked. Tall, broad and exquisite, she was an Eastern European beauty who’d crashed into his life just a few months ago and had changed everything – the whole way he worked and played. Now they were inseparable.

‘Done,’ Ivana said.

Daga’s excitement rose a notch. They were lying inside this house, all four of them, with no idea that a horrific death was coming for them. Stretching out a hand, he pushed open their front door to be confronted by a dark hallway.

He entered. The house was utterly silent and cast in shadow. Daga moved down the hallway a step at a time, with Ivana at his back.

‘This job is for him,’ she said. ‘We don’t have to finish it.’

Daga looked back at her. ‘Are you saying you don’t want the kill?’

‘I’m saying we could easily procure our own.’

Daga frowned. Of course, she was right, and that was probably the best thing to do.

‘The man’s crazy,’ Ivana went on.

Daga blinked, surprised at her words under the circumstances. He was under no illusions that the homicidal acts they perpetrated together were entirely rational. He enjoyed being … extreme.

‘He has a plan,’ Daga whispered. ‘A good plan, as it happens. Marduk may be in prison, but he still runs what’s left of the Amori, and he still has access to cash. If we help him with this, we’ll be in an excellent position financially.’

‘By helping him escape?’

Daga felt the attraction of the kill pulling at him, but gritted his teeth and lingered a little longer. ‘Yes, he has plans,’ he said. ‘Plans to locate the ziggurat, find the Amori riches, take down the Vatican once and for all directly, and then kill Joe Mason and his fucking team. Now, some of that jives directly with my own cravings and, I assume, yours.’

Ivana squeezed her attractive face into a frown. ‘I definitely wanna kill Mason. And the riches sound good.’ Her last sentence came with a light air, as if she had sensed his irritation at their lack of forward progress. ‘For now, though, let’s concentrate on the blood.’

Daga grinned, a demon in the darkness. Her words stimulated him. They knew already that the parents slept in the front bedroom, the children in the back two. He flexed his muscles, breathed deeply in anticipation, and made his way across a dark front room towards an open flight of stairs in the corner. It was three a.m. Daga paused with his right foot on the first step.

‘Keep it under control,’ he breathed, without turning around. ‘This is a big operation.’

Ivana placed a hand on his shoulder in acknowledgement. Together, they climbed the stairs cautiously, keeping to the sides so as not to make them creak. Fourteen risers later, Daga found himself on a narrow L-shaped landing. To his left, the parents’ bedroom. To his right, the kids’. He turned to Ivana and nodded. She would take the kids.

Daga crept towards an open door, paused at the threshold. The room beyond was in darkness, illuminated only by the faint green glow of a digital clock. Daga stepped towards the bed and stood over his two victims, breathing quietly, letting the knife cut patterns slowly through the air above their bodies. It was a moment of power for him, carved-out seconds of supremacy when he had held the power of life or death or intense torture in his hands, the knowledge that those below him would soon live in sheer terror a source of stimulation and inspiration.

Daga reached down, put his hand across Leo Barone’s mouth and rapped him smartly on the forehead with the hilt of the knife. Leo’s eyes flew open, filled with shock and then with fear. Daga put a finger to his lips.

‘Make no sound,’ he whispered. ‘Or I will slit you from ear to ear.’

Daga made Leo prod his wife awake and then made her the same promise. He made sure they could see the knife, but not the gun in its holster at the small of his back. He wouldn’t want them reaching for it in some misguided attempt at survival.

‘We have your children,’ Daga whispered in English, with an evil taint to his voice, and then he grinned.

Leo’s eyes flew even wider. His wife – a woman named Millie – couldn’t help but whimper. Daga immediately ordered them to sit on the edge of the bottom of the bed so that he could reach them easier. Leo was bare-chested and wore striped pyjama bottoms. Millie wore a long black negligee that was rumpled around her legs. Daga put his knife to Millie’s throat.

‘Make another sound,’ he growled.

Right then, Ivana herded the two kids into their parents’ bedroom. Daga guessed the girl was about fifteen, the boy around twelve. They were both dressed in pyjamas, and both dashed from Ivana’s side into the arms of their parents.

Daga allowed it. It was hard working with kids. They tended to act on impulse and do things an adult would never dare. Ivana came over to his side, brandishing her own knife.

‘Sit still, don’t speak,’ Daga said. ‘If we were here to kill you immediately, your blood would already soak the bedsheets.’

‘And believe me, he knows,’ Ivana said with a false little laugh. ‘He’s killed more people than Ebola.’

‘Is that a friend of yours?’ Daga looked at her with a wide grin.

‘An old flame.’ Ivana snickered.

They were already lost in their private world, where slaughter reigned supreme.

The kids sat beside their parents; that was four people lined up along the bottom of the bed. The room was silent and mostly dark. Daga liked it that way. He leaned forward so that his eyes glittered at Leo’s own terrified ones.

‘Which one?’ he asked.

Leo swallowed hard, unsure if he was allowed to talk. ‘I’m not sure what you mean,’ he said finally.

‘Your children,’ Daga grated. ‘Which one should I cut first?’

Leo’s face went white. His wife sobbed. The kids were rigid. Ivana chuckled softly at his side.

Power filled Daga, the power of absolute control. He was ruthless and deadly and, with one swift decision, he could change the entire course of these people’s lives.

Of course, he already had.

‘It’s time to decide,’ he said. ‘Which child. Which limb. How far in should I stick the blade?’

Daga’s tone was conversational, light. Leo shook his head, unable to speak. Daga wanted to take Ivana right then in front of these people, lay her across the bed and satisfy his lust.

At least, one part of his lust.

Tension stretched inside the room like elastic. The only sound was breathing, hard and laboured. The kids had their eyes shut. Daga tapped Leo on the shoulder with his blade.

‘You are Leo Barone?’

‘Y … yes.’

‘And you are the warden of Vittore prison?’

Now Leo chewed his bottom lip. ‘I am.’

‘You are the big dog? The boss of bosses? The head man, yes?’

Leo nodded. ‘Yes, I … I run the place.’

Daga held his blade back as a sudden urge took him to ram it through Leo’s throat until the blade pierced right through the other side. It would be a great start to proceedings. But he had other objectives tonight.

‘You can make prisoners move, yes?’

‘Make them … well, yes, I guess.’

Daga saw an opportunity to shed a little blood. He trailed the blade from the top of Leo’s left shoulder to the right and watched crimson bloom in its wake. It was a shallow cut, but the blood soothed him.

‘Can you, or can’t you?’ he asked. ‘Be very specific.’

‘Yes, yes, the decision rests with me. S … sorry.’

Hearing the man apologise as Daga cut him from left to right made the thief smile. ‘Ivana,’ he said. ‘Get ready to cut the kids.’

Leo bit right through his bottom lip in fear. Blood welled. His eyes pleaded with Daga. ‘Oh, no, I will do anything you want. Anything. Please don’t hurt my children.’

Daga held up a hand. It was a practised move they’d done before. Normally, they would revel in the pleas, urge more and more, and then cut and start laughing. Normally, they would satiate themselves with their victims’ abject fear.

Tonight was different.

Daga pretended to hold back, to appraise Leo once more. ‘All right,’ he said. ‘You have one chance. Do you know a prisoner named Marduk?’

Leo closed his eyes and shook his head as if he’d always expected the prisoner would bring some form of bad luck. ‘Of course. He’s … notorious.’

‘Ex-leader of the Amori, the group that tried to take down the Vatican,’ Daga went on. ‘Stole their little Book of Secrets and then some ancient body from a monastery in the alps. Captured, incarcerated, left to rot. He wants out.’

Leo gaped. ‘He wants out?’

‘Yeah, you know what that means, don’t you? It means you’re going to help me arrange his escape.’ Daga waved the blade at the young girl’s neck. ‘Aren’t you?’

Daga took a moment to assess the kids. The girl, blond hair and with a round face, was staring down at her knees, breathing slowly. Tears dripped from her eyes onto her pyjama leggings. Her mother held the girl’s right hand tightly. The boy, with brown tousled hair, was staring fixedly at Ivana as if he wanted to ask her for an autograph. If he did, Ivana would gladly tattoo it on his flesh. His eyes were wide, glazed. Maybe he was in shock. He gripped his sister’s left hand.

Daga didn’t care. He turned his attention back to Leo. ‘I know all about you,’ he said. ‘Marduk made it his business to know all about you. Englishman working abroad rises to the upper echelons of Italy’s prison service, gets the warden’s job at one of the country’s most notorious prisons. And, you get to live close to Milan. I’d say that’s a win-win. How are you finding Milan in the spring, Leo?’

The warden nodded. He couldn’t take his eyes off Daga. ‘What do you want me to do?’

‘Me? I’d like you to die. I’d love to stick you and your fucking family a hundred times and watch you all bleed out. But we’re working for Marduk, at least for today.’

‘That makes you four lucky bastards,’ Ivana put in.

They didn’t appear lucky, sitting and crying and wiping their noses. Daga watched Leo bleed, mesmerised by the drip of the blood and the intoxicating smell. ‘Do you feel lucky, Leo?’ he asked.

‘What do you want me to do?’ Leo said. ‘I can’t just walk a man out of prison, can’t just set him free.’

‘Oh, we have a plan,’ Daga replied. ‘Now, sit back and relax. Let me explain.’




Chapter 2

Wherever Joe Mason picked up his gloves, that was home. Wherever he went, he always returned to the boxing gym, even if he had to build one himself.

And that’s what he’d done. Since finding the Vatican’s Book of Secrets and then chasing the Amori’s hidden Creed halfway around the world, Sally had taken the team under her wing, employing them under the name Quest Investigations. Now they searched for and guarded relics across the globe, and they’d started to build an enviable reputation, helped somewhat by the recent discovery of the Ark of the Covenant beneath Edinburgh Castle. A month had passed since then.

Mason pulled on a pair of boxing gloves. The new set-up was makeshift, but then so was he, he reflected. A work in progress, moving slowly, day by day. There was a heavy punchbag hanging in the centre of Sally’s dusty garage, a pair of focus mitts on a bench nearby for when Roxy or one of the others wanted to join, benches and weights for warming up, and a leather speed bag attached to a nearby rafter. Mason tried to use the facilities every day. He didn’t need to; he was a powerful, strong but wiry man with blond hair, blue eyes and one of those young-looking faces that was often underestimated, not showing the ravages that life invariably brought.

The boxing calmed him. It was the only home he’d known for years.

That was until the new team – now known as Quest Investigations – formed unexpectedly around him. Before meeting them, Mason had been struggling desperately, trying to live with a mistake he’d made years ago – a mistake that had cost two lives, his marriage and given birth to a lifetime of guilt. Now, just over three months later, that burden was lighter, easier, though it would never disappear and nor would he want it to.

The train of thought brought his team to mind. Roxy, at thirty-three, was a free-spirited, straight-talking woman who struggled with her own demons and, more than anyone, had helped talk Mason into a better place. She was a hard-hitting rum-soaked woman who was recruited at the tender age of eighteen to work for an organisation similar to the CIA but more shadowy, an organisation that took out foreign operatives on far-off shores. Quaid, just over fifty, was an ex-British-army officer grown tired of advancing politicians’ agendas. He had a craggy face with lustrous black hair and greying sideburns leaving people to wonder if he used dye up top. Sally, twenty-eight, was herself a stubborn brunette, who’d been born into money and then rebelled against it, and against her father, until his death just a few months ago. This rebellion had made her live off the grid for a while despite gaining major qualifications and working harder than anyone else at university. Now Sally worked from his old house, trying to do better than he ever did with her large inheritance. And then there was Hassell, a man who fought his memories every day, every hour. Hassell was an ex-New-York cop who’d fallen into criminal ways after his girlfriend was murdered and ended up unknowingly working for years for the man who’d murdered her. Hassell had killed the man, but there was no overcoming that kind of guilt. Hassell was stocky with short, dark hair and, at twenty­-seven, was considered the ‘baby’ of the team.

Mason himself was ex-army and ex-MI5. He’d been working at a private security firm when he’d taken a job at the Vatican that had introduced him to Sally Rusk. That was just a few months ago. Now here he was, boxing in her garage, in the old rambling house that had been her father’s, looking at a new life.

Mason started punching the bag, jab, cross and then jab, jab, cross and, after he’d warmed up, started introducing hooks and uppercuts. He moved easily across the floor, kicking up whorls of dust with his trainer-clad feet. The discipline overcame him, masking his wider thoughts under a cloud of concentration. Life was good in the bag’s vicinity – it was simple and direct and all-embracing. He spent an hour working out and only stopped when he heard the approach of footsteps behind him.

‘Hey,’ it was Roxy Banks.

Mason breathed deeply and turned. Roxy was raven-haired, six foot two and hard around the edges, always struggling to find the softness of youth that she believed the agency had stripped from her in her teens. It was an ongoing struggle for the feisty American.

‘How ya doin’?’ Mason said.

‘You taking the piss out of my accent again? That’s gonna get you and me some sparring time, bud.’

‘I wasn’t,’ Mason said, trying not to laugh. ‘Hey, good work on the last job.’

‘Flattery’s gonna get you nowhere,’ she started gruffly, and then relented. ‘But, hey, I guess I came through pretty well in the end.’

The last job, just last week, had seen them transporting an ancient vase from one country to another, staying one step ahead of a pursuing team who were nowhere near their equal. Roxy had spotted their tail at every turn. The job before that had entailed protecting an exhibition over the course of three nights, along with two other security teams in sun-drenched Miami. Roxy had barely changed out of her bikini the whole time they were there, but she had still got the job done, still spotted the only threat that presented itself during the whole three days.

‘We’ve certainly put ourselves on the map since Edinburgh,’ he said.

‘Yeah. Four jobs in four weeks,’ she said, and then added: ‘At least,’ with a frown.

Mason started unstrapping his gloves, certain he was going to get nothing else done today. ‘How’s Sally coping?’

‘Oh, you’ll know that better than me, babyface.’

Mason narrowed his eyes at her. The nickname wasn’t entirely welcome and reminded him of ribbings he’d taken as far back as high school and the army. ‘Is it my fault I always look this fresh?’ he said lightly.

‘You must use cream,’ she said. ‘Anti-wrinkle lotion? What’s your secret, Joe?’

‘Fuck off, Roxy.’

The banter went downhill from there. Mason sighed with relief when Quaid and Hassell joined them.

‘Another job?’ Mason asked hopefully.

‘Three,’ Quaid told them. ‘Sally’s getting stressed that we’re having to pick and choose now.’

Mason laid his gloves on a nearby table. ‘Then let’s go help her.’

‘And how’s her training going?’ Hassell asked, looking down at the gloves.

Mason followed his gaze. ‘Pretty good. Of course, you can train someone in a garage, in a field, in a house, as much as you like. It’s real-time fieldwork that brings it all together.’

‘You mean hands on,’ Roxy said, yawning. ‘Down and dirty.’

Mason nodded. ‘You have your own specific way of expressing it,’ he said. ‘But yeah, like I said – real-time fieldwork.’

Hassell led them out of the garage into a bright, sunny morning. It was May in their corner of the country and spring had arrived, bringing with it the birds and the weeds and the flowers. Sally’s house was a rambling old mansion, covered in ivy at the front, its impressive facade quite dominating. There were tiny windows and a recessed front door and tall plant pots on either side of a winding drive that a gardener tended to most of the week. The grounds also needed his fair hand, stretching for over two acres. Mason gazed up at the sprawling old house and wondered what secrets it might contain. Sally’s dad had been a professor, a historian, and a walking register of ancient relics.

They entered the house and found Sally seated behind a pockmarked wooden desk in the study. The surface was littered with papers, a laptop was open and in use, a coffee mug was steaming at her side and her mobile phone was lighting up beside her with new messages. Sally didn’t know where to look first.

‘Breathe,’ Mason said.

‘Wish I had the time,’ Sally said. ‘I’m not sure working for a living is all it’s cracked up to be.’

Mason pulled up a chair and sat down next to her. ‘What can I do?’

Sally sat back, sighing. ‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘We have a job coming in from England. Another from Spain and a third from somewhere in Africa. All word-of-mouth contacts. We can’t take them all on.’

‘You don’t want to let anyone down,’ Quaid said. ‘I understand that.’

Mason looked at her. The tips of her dark hair were still coloured blue, but it was a far lighter tinge these days, signalling to Mason at least that her rebelliousness had softened considerably since the passing of her father.

‘Let’s break it down,’ he said. ‘Maybe we can fit more than one of them in.’

‘I’ve tried …’ Sally looked up at them. ‘But, let’s all have a go.’

‘You know I need to help people out,’ Quaid said. ‘It’s what gets me through the day.’ Quaid’s absolution for what he regarded to be the worst things he’d ever done whilst taking orders from the higher-ups in the army was to help as many innocents as he could. It was what he was doing when they found him in Bethlehem months ago, risking his life to bring better things to the needy.

‘The England job’s a two-nighter,’ Mason said. ‘We can crack that off and then … oh.’

‘You see?’ Sally said. ‘They all want us to start tomorrow night.’

‘Could we split our ranks?’ Hassell suggested.

‘A good shout,’ Mason said. ‘But the jobs require four-person teams at the minimum.’

‘Is this not a good problem to have?’ Roxy said then. ‘Too much work is better than not enough, I think.’

‘Quest Investigations needs to garner a strong reputation,’ Sally said. ‘Turning down jobs won’t help, no matter the reason, I’m afraid.’

‘I’m up for anything,’ Roxy said. ‘Keep moving forward, that’s what I say. So long as we’re doing good, I can progress too.’

Mason knew she was still concentrating on raising those barriers between this life and the last one. He said: ‘Choose a job. Send the other two a nicely worded message. Don’t apologise too strongly.’

Sally nodded. ‘Who’d have guessed we’d end up being so popular?’

Mason knew it was about hard work and results, and they’d achieved both in bucketfuls. The dangers they faced recovering the Book of Secrets and then the Creed were still fresh in his mind. Somehow though they’d escaped death, though not without a few war wounds. They all bore the scars of their adventures, some worse than others. His broken ribs, index fingers and black eye paled in significance to the broken arm, concussion and facial lacerations sustained by Hassell. Roxy had fared worse, suffering from scorching and puncture wounds and some skin torn from her face. But they had all healed, and they were all ready to go again.

Mason was growing with them. He’d stand by them now, part of a team, a position he’d never imagined he would see again after the events in Mosul that had taken two of his best friends away. Mason found he was dealing with it now by being part of that new team, by taking the others along with him and taking responsibility for them. Not that he needed to, he mused. They were all pretty competent in their own rights.

Sally chose a job and set about letting the other two enquiries down gently. Mason and the others read up on the new mission and decided what they needed to do, what equipment they would have to take, and started forming a plan of action. It was their way now, working together, moving together. Sally was coming into her own with the new business venture and with her training. They were all moving forward, leaning on each other and learning from each other. Mason would say he was in one of the best places of his life.

If only he’d known then how it was all about to change.




Chapter 3

Cassadaga went with Leo Barone; Ivana stayed with the wife and children. There was no greater threat. Leo’s last vision of his little family was of them huddled together on a sofa with Ivana holding her knife to their collective throats. Leo hobbled to his car in a daze, moving automatically, eyes glazed, face as white as the fog that held sway over the edge of the morning. Daga knew he would need to pull Leo out of the pall of terror that currently gripped him.

‘This won’t take long,’ he said. ‘And then you’ll be with them. It won’t work unless you snap out of it and look human, though.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Leo said, starting the car. ‘But it’s not every day that a pair of cut-throats terrorise me and my family.’

Daga thought about that. Cut-throats. He liked it. The car started moving. Daga knew Leo lived twenty-three minutes from the prison. It was early. They should do it in less time because there would be less traffic. He settled back, put his seat belt on, and wished he still had hold of the knife. Not that his hands weren’t deadly enough. Daga enjoyed using the knife – mostly to kill, but even threatening or slicing slightly was enough. He’d lost count of his own victims years ago.

‘The plan,’ he said, ‘is this: you file the paperwork that enables Marduk to be removed from the prison. You organise the transport van. It shouldn’t be too difficult to falsify. Marduk might be removed for many reasons: personal safety, danger to others, a medical condition. I will go with you to the cell, as Marduk will recognise me. Then, once we get him outside, I will follow the van in your car. At a predesignated point along the route, I will intercept the van and free Marduk.’

Leo swallowed hard and kept his eyes on the road. ‘And then? What happens to my family?’

‘I will direct Ivana to … set them free, of course.’

‘And when you say, “intercept the van”?’

‘Kill everyone except Marduk.’ Daga shrugged. ‘You will have to live with that one, I’m afraid.’

‘Do they need to die?’ Leo tried. ‘Maybe you could restrain them.’

‘Do your kids need to live? I think the answer is yes.’

‘You enjoy killing.’ It was a flat remark out of Leo’s mouth.

Daga let out a deep belly laugh. ‘The sum total of my world revolves around death. Nothing makes me happier than hearing that last gasp, seeing the light die in bright blue eyes, smelling the deep coppery aroma of freshly spilled blood. It is … my paradise.’

Daga shut up then, not wanting Leo to ponder adversely as to the fate of his kids. He wondered if Leo would address Ivana’s likes and dislikes, but the man clearly couldn’t bring himself to ask. They drove through quiet streets, among houses and through suburbs where Daga laid eyes on a thousand potential victims. This was his playground. He was happy killing the innocent and the frail just as much as he was pitting his wits against the highly skilled – like Joe Mason, for instance. They had fought briefly inside the Amori’s shipyard headquarters. He would like to confront Mason again.

And maybe working for Marduk would facilitate that.

Daga knew he was one of the most fearsome killers on the planet. Ivana only enhanced his status, his potential. He contented himself during the drive with dwelling on past conquests, like the most recent killing Ivana and he had conducted in Nice.

Conducted being the perfect word.

The slicing of the man had been as precise as the direction of an opera. It was art in its purest form, taken right down to the raw flesh and bone. And, oh, how he had suffered. The bulging eyes, the mouth in rictus, the way he’d begged to die. Nothing had aroused Daga more in the last year, not even Ivana.

‘We’re here.’

Leo’s words dragged Daga up from his reverie. He found they were driving through a gatehouse set in a high stone wall and then turning right into a car park. The area was relatively quiet, so Leo found a free spot near the front. Now, Daga got his first good look at San Vittore prison.

The structure had high and imposing modern walls, towering over the street outside. Daga knew it had six wings with three floors each and had been notorious during the Second World War because of the presence of SS guards who carried out inhuman treatment in one of the wings. Daga saw grey external pillars to two sides with narrow slits for windows and unscalable, smooth outer walls dozens of feet high. This was how a prison existed in the heart of Milan, by building up the extremities to make the people feel safe.

Leo cracked open a door, letting the cool morning air in. Daga saw that he had regained some composure and wasn’t looking nearly as white as he had. Maybe there was hope for him and his family yet.

‘I can get you through security as a guest,’ Leo said. ‘And take you to my office, where we can fudge the transfer request. It shouldn’t be questioned in the time it takes for you to remove Marduk from the prison. I can make the transport request at the same time and have two men pull a van around to the gate. After that, you’re on your own.’

Daga exited the car and waited for Leo to throw him the keys. ‘Just remember what’s at stake,’ he said. ‘Don’t even think about playing the hero.’

‘I won’t.’

‘Do you need a reminder?’ Daga pulled his phone out, ready to dial Ivana.

‘No, no, please. I will do as you say.’

‘Of course you will.’

Daga followed Leo towards the high edifice and the main entrance doors. This was where the thief had to put on a pleasant face, play a part. He might even have to speak nicely to someone he only considered a future victim, a blood sac that existed only to potentially please him by dying a hard death. But that was the job. Marduk was paying them handsomely for this. Marduk had taken the time and jumped through the right hoops to find them, even from prison. Of course, Marduk had his own connections. Not all of them would have been severed by walls and bars.

Leo pushed through the entrance doors, waited at a cubicle, and then signed himself in. The guard behind the glass eyed Leo and then Daga as if he wanted to slice them, at least to Daga’s eyes. The guy was none too friendly as he handed Daga a visitor pass he looped around his neck. Once that formality was over, Leo led Daga through security and then along a narrow passageway lined with photographs of previous wardens, maybe even some governors. Daga counted eight doors before they came to one that had a golden plaque bearing the name Leo Barone, a surname which, Daga thought nonsensically, meant ‘free man’.

‘Take a seat.’ Leo waved him to a chair.

Daga preferred to stand and oversee Leo’s work. He watched as the man seated himself behind the oak desk, pushed his laptop out of the way, and then started rooting inside a drawer. He pulled out a transfer document, squared it on the desk in front of him, and filled it in. Daga watched, counting the minutes. It wasn’t a long process, but Daga felt an unaccountable dread. He didn’t like to overexpose himself this way, to put himself right under the noses of the law. Daga was a wanted man in many countries, which was why he liked to remain in the shadows. Standing here, in the office of the prison warden, surrounded by prison guards, unnerved him more than he cared to admit. Both he and Ivana had decided the risk was worth the reward. Daga felt his fingers clench as if they were around the hilt of a knife, or around Leo’s throat. It wasn’t just bloodlust though; it was anxiety, too.

‘Do you need authorisation?’ Daga asked.

‘Technically, yes,’ Leo said. ‘This isn’t as easy as you might think. Full authorisation can take seven days if the governor gets involved, which he should, but if we act on this straight away, nobody should object, so long as I have the documents with me.’

Daga narrowed his eyes in suspicion and leaned against a filing cabinet. ‘Are you sure?’

Leo shuddered involuntarily. ‘As I can be,’ he said. ‘The documents should rightly have the governor’s signature. I don’t know what to expect. But I know … I know what’s at stake.’

Daga swept his eyes across the room, looking for a weapon. He felt like threatening Leo again. But there was nothing on display that he could put to good use. Probably just as well in a prison. ‘How long?’ he asked.

‘Just need my signature and the stamp,’ he said. Leo looked up at him. ‘When will you free my family?’

Daga shrugged. ‘When Marduk is safe.’

‘I … I want to say …’ Leo could barely force the words out of his mouth. Daga noticed his eyes were shiny with tears.

‘Keep it together, idiot,’ Daga told him. ‘Don’t go sentimental on me now. You have work to do. Concentrate on what you’re doing and maybe we can pull this off because, if we don’t, it’s snippy time.’

Leo squeezed his eyes closed, wiped them, and then rose to his feet. He flapped the sheet of paper at Daga. ‘We can only try. Let’s go.’

Daga nodded, pushed away from the filing cabinet, and spun on his heel. It occurred to him then that this was the first time he hadn’t carried a weapon in years, and he felt naked without one. Still, needs must. As he’d told Ivana, Marduk was paying them well.

Leo led him out of the room, further along the corridor with the photographs on the wall and to a barred door. Daga made sure his visitor pass could be easily seen. The guards, both non-smiling, mustachioed replicas of each other, allowed Leo through without a word and stared at Daga with dead eyes. Daga welcomed the silence. The last thing he needed was to have to shoot the shit with these idiots. He tried not to show his nervousness at being under the spotlight.

Down another corridor, this one lined with bare walls, to a junction where Leo turned left. He led Daga to a new obstacle – a wall made of bars with another two guards standing on the other side. A gate stood in the middle. Leo spoke briefly to these two guards, rustled his transfer form, and then waited for the gate to be opened. It was right then that Daga saw Leo cast a sideways glance at him. Consternation and guilt manifested across the warden’s face. Daga read the expression in an instant. The idiot was going to blab, to risk his family. He couldn’t help it; the guy was just too weak to go through with it.

Daga couldn’t accept that.

He leaned in close to Leo and whispered furiously into his ear. ‘Blow this, and you’re killing them. You. Not me, not Ivana. You might as well be wielding the knife yourself.’

Again, Leo’s face twisted. The guilt was a palpable force, coming off him in waves. But so was the fear. It shocked Daga that the guards couldn’t sense it. He whispered more devilish words directly into Leo’s ear.

‘Are you going to murder your family, Leo? They will die very badly.’

Leo swallowed his guilt and, with a tremendous effort, faced the guards with an emotionless expression. Daga ignored the two of them, trying not to show his face. On the other side of the bars were prison cells, some occupied, some not. The occupants looked lacklustre to Daga, as if they’d given up. He would gladly have rammed his knife through their hearts in a second. They didn’t deserve to live. Daga thought you made your way in this world by taking everything you needed, ripping it from the jaws of Hell if need be, not by moping around and staring at your feet as if they might move you forward of their own accord.

One of the guards, named Alistair, the one on Daga’s left who stood tall, as thin as a matchstick, was studying Leo with narrowed eyes, as if sensing that something was wrong. The eyes flicked from guilt-ridden Leo to the calm-looking Daga.

‘You all right, boss?’ Alistair asked Leo, still watching Daga. ‘Bad night?’

Daga cursed silently, readying himself to act.

‘Yes, yes, I’m sorry.’ Leo forced out a laugh and tried to compose his face. ‘A very bad night.’

‘The kids ill?’ The guard still watched Daga as he spoke to Leo. ‘I know when mine fall ill we never get a wink of sleep.’

Leo shook his head. ‘They’re fine. Now can we hurry this along?’

That was better. That was good. Daga expected the guard to stand aside now, to open up the gate, but instead he turned his attention to Daga and rattled the transfer papers that he held in his hand.

‘You’d better watch it with this guy Marduk,’ Alistair said. ‘He’s a proper screwball. What do you want with him anyway?’

Daga’s hands clenched into fists. He fought the urge to kill. ‘More questions,’ he said evenly, keeping all traces of violence out of his voice. ‘Marduk is a fountain of information.’

‘Oh, I see.’ The guard’s eyes flicked from Daga to Leo as if assessing the situation. ‘The last guy said they couldn’t get anything out of him.’

Daga forced a shrug. ‘That’s true – it’s why we want to try again. Now, we’re on a schedule.’ He turned to Leo. ‘Can we continue?’

But the guard held out a hand, stopping them. ‘I’ve never seen a prisoner transferred at such short notice before.’

Now it was all on the line. Daga prepared an attack, an escape plan. Everything was up to Leo. Either he would step up or … the worst would happen. The very worst.

‘It … it’s my fault,’ Leo said at last as the tension stretched thin between them. ‘I forgot Mr Daga was coming.’ He shrugged. ‘It happens.’

It was simple. It was delivered with just the right amount of humility and authority. Alistair’s face changed, and he stepped aside, handing the papers back to Leo.

‘Carry on, sir.’

Leo walked the length of the cell block and stopped at the far end, where a solid brick wall blocked their progress. Even from behind, Daga could tell that Leo’s shoulders were suddenly taut with tension. Leo turned to his right and walked up to the bars of a prison cell before peering inside.

‘This is the cell you want,’ he said listlessly.

Daga stared into the dimly lit cell. A figure sat on the bed, staring back at him. From this distance, Daga couldn’t make out a whole body, let alone a face. All he knew was that a shadow was rising to its feet.

Creepy fucker even in prison, Daga thought.

Marduk shuffled forward awkwardly, reminding Daga that he’d been shot through the knee by Joe Mason. Leo glanced at Daga.

‘You ready?’

Daga just nodded. Marduk’s face came into the light, twisted with expectation and distrust. There was a mad gleam in the man’s eyes. Daga had come face to face with Marduk before and had felt nothing but contempt. This time, he shivered.

‘Cassadaga,’ Marduk whispered softly. ‘Well met.’

Leo was staring rigidly at the Amori leader. Marduk was wearing beige trousers and a white shirt, both of which were heavily stained. His hair was unkempt. His hands were bruised and bloody, but not through fighting. Daga figured it came from grinding his knuckles into the ground because this madman was capable of anything.

‘Open the cell,’ he told Leo.

The prison warden had grabbed a key from the last guard. Now he unlocked Marduk’s cell and let the prisoner out. Marduk stepped through like an avenging ghost, moving sideways with a floating quality despite his damaged knee, and stopped before them.

‘I am free,’ he said.

‘I am a man of my word,’ Daga said.

‘You have this one’s family?’ Marduk’s eyes glittered.

‘Wife, son and daughter,’ Daga said, a hint of excitement in his voice as the thought made his blood run hot. ‘On my word, Ivana will chop them into pieces.’

Leo’s whole body shook.

‘Keep it together,’ Marduk warned him. ‘Do you know who I am?’

Leo nodded.

‘I doubt it,’ Marduk said, his voice rising. ‘I am the monarch of the Amori, an ancient entity that fights the Church and the Vatican with every shred of its being. We founded Babylon, and still we—’

‘Let’s get you out of here.’ Daga could imagine Marduk ranting on about the Amori and Babylon for the rest of the afternoon. ‘We’re against the clock.’

Leo turned smartly and quickly, eager to get this entire ordeal over with. He had to slow as Marduk started limping in his wake. Daga followed last, thinking how much Marduk’s limp-drag forward motion reminded him of the gait of a reanimated corpse. Hopefully, the man’s presence would leach some of the attention away from him. The trio returned the way Leo and Daga had come, passing by the suspicious guard, through two security gates and then along the corridor lined with photographs.

Six minutes later, Marduk tasted fresh air.

Daga tapped Leo on the shoulder, making him jump. ‘Where’s the van?’

‘On its way.’

Daga could see the car from here. It would take less than two minutes to reach it, turn it on, and start following the van. He turned quickly to Marduk.

‘Stay calm,’ he said. ‘We’re not clear of this yet. You get in the van, and I’ll free you later.’

‘There is some killing to do?’ Marduk’s soft voice grated on Daga’s nerve endings.

The mass murderer smiled. That was his kind of talk. ‘Oh yeah,’ he said. ‘That’s the best part.’




Chapter 4

Cassadaga jumped behind the wheel of Leo’s car and followed the van through the prison gates and away from the grounds. The van was high and white, with black markings. It was easy to keep in sight, not that Daga was trying to keep his presence unnoticed. There didn’t seem much point at this juncture. Inside the van was a driver, a passenger and then, in the back, Marduk and Leo. Marduk was in chains … again, cuffed to the seat. Leo was seated at his side. There had been a bit of a process to go through with the van’s guards, but Leo had smoothed it out, showing that his role as prison warden came with some clout.

As he drove, Daga wondered what beautiful thoughts were running through the prison warden’s head, thoughts of a dead family and butchered flesh. Thoughts of blood and pain. Sheer misery.

He revelled in it. He stayed close to the rear of the van, waiting for it to leave the city of Milan and find some quieter roads. This was the one potential flaw in their plan. He hadn’t known which way the van would go, nor to which prison Leo would misleadingly assign Marduk, so they hadn’t been able to scout the route. Nonetheless, he knew he would find the right time to act.

He had the utmost faith in his abilities.

He took a few moments to call Ivana. ‘Are they behaving themselves?’

The woman
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