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10 % of clarity...








About Share of Trouble







One of my joys as a writer is thinking about the limitless universe in which my characters roam. They sit around my table and tell me their stories, while I sit furiously typing into my computer, trying my best to capture the gist of everything and channeling their tales into words and chapters. I am their conduit and creator. However, it is indeed a strange experience when their stories get uncoupled from the initial storyline I have imagined for them and literally take on a life of their own. 




The five stories in Share of Trouble are the result of such an experience. While I sit writing my full-length Troubleshooter novels, the backstories and alternative adventures of my protagonists come tumbling in, and I jot them down in a few verbal strokes for a later time. Usually, I write short stories or novellas when I am in the boring phases of other full-length novels, when I am consumed by the editing and editing and editing and editing... before a certain point, I go crazy, become frustrated, or simply long for a change of scene. At this point, I stop whatever I am doing and let the other work rest—one of the perks of being an independent writer without external deadlines—and once again start a story from scratch, deciphering my notes, trying to make sense of that inspiration that struck me somewhen in the past, deciding whether the idea is good enough to be made into a full-fledged story. 




The five stories here made it.




Other Books by Alex Ames







The Paul Trouble Troubleshooter Series:

Troubleshooter (Book 1) 

Accountant Paul Trouble needs his former soldier and spy skills to find 100 million missing dollars, flying bullets and all.

Trouble at Christmas (Novella 1.5)

Paul Trouble discovers that a quiet Christmas is not in the stars for him as someone sabotages his family’s ranch.

Troublemaker (Book 2)

Paul Trouble finds himself in the middle of the kidnapping of his boss, overachieving animal activists, and the pressure of the family that owns Strom Industries.

Pieces of Trouble (Four Troubleshooter Novellas)

Four short stories from the Troubleshooter universe: Meet Paul Trouble in his Army days, at the end of his spy career, on a mission in Brazil as troubleshooter, and during a family Christmas break.

Troubleseeker (Book 3)

Trouble finds Paul when he opens his front door, only to have a dying man fall into his apartment with two vicious killers on his trail. Once more, Paul needs all his wits and former Marine skills to outsmart his invisible opponents.

Share of Trouble (Five More Troubleshooter Novellas)

Five short stories from the Troubleshooter universe. Paul helps out in Moscow’s US Embassy kindergarten, has high tea with his elderly neighbor, guards an alien spaceship crash site, and attends the funeral of his former mentor. Paul also misses a flight, leaving his two corporate troubleshooter sidekicks, Amy and Tom, to solve a mystery on their own. 




The Calendar Moonstone Brilliant Series:

A Brilliant Plan (Book 1)

Calendar Moonstone, maker of fine jewelry and part-time diamond cat-burglar, expects a quick, in-and-out safe crack job but stumbles over a dead body. Thus ensues a two hundred-year old mystery.

Brilliant Actors (Book 2)

What could be more exciting than attending the Academy Awards ceremony, joining the hottest after-show party, and having an A-list movie star wear your jewelry? All of the above, plus spending the rest of the night in jail! Calendar finds out first-hand what intrigues are playing out in Hollywood!




Other works:

Five for Forever

Rick is trying to get his life back on track after his wife’s death, which left him with four kids and a failing boat-building business. Louise is the greatest movie star of our time, trapped in her gilded cage of success. Falling in love is easy, but their past, present, and the paparazzi make staying in love a challenge, especially with four kids watching their every move.




Young Adult Novels:

Teen Monster Hunters Series:

Teen Monster Hunters (Book 1)

Something is alive in the basement of Hawthorne High. Sally Storm is determined to investigate with the help of her friends, the genius Ryan Montgomery and silent giant Moe.

The Test (Short Story Novella 1.5)

The Supernatural Investigation Agency makes sure that the three monster hunters are fit for duty. Boring tests turn serious when an alien escapes the lab (Story available for free on Wattpad and other online storytellers).

Teen Vampire Hunters (Book 2)

A scary retreat in the mountain. A mysterious coffin in the cellar. A dead dog with vampire bite marks! Will the Teen Monster Hunters solve the mystery before they are drained dry?



















The Last Detail










Present Day







The old man stared at the object in front of him. He had been staring at it for a while now. It probably reminded him of the Sunday morning at the zoo over twenty years ago—the cafeteria and the flamingoes, the gunman he had used to secure his getaway and get the General’s attention. Ah, the General. He had him fully under control that day. Paul Trouble could only guess what the old man on the other side of the table was thinking.

“It was a hot day, sweaty hot, brutal,” the old man said in his wheezy voice. “London was seeing the summer of the century! And I carried my disguise in that heat,” he recalled and shook his head. “Diese Hitze! The heat! The sweat! And that’s what I left behind. My sweat!” 

Paul Trouble sat opposite the old man in the interrogation room, a naked steel table between them. “General McAllister had been playing a long game.”

Simon St. Cuir, a former colleague of Paul’s during their Army Intelligence Office days and the current Minister of Defence for her Majesty’s government, added, “And he was patient as hell.”

The old man shook his head several times as if debating with himself. “That old fox!” he finally said.

Paul Trouble nodded, admiring the last plot of his mentor and old boss unfolding in the end. “That old fox.”




Paul and Simon walked the Embankment footpath from the SIS headquarters towards Westminster, both still in their black funeral suits, ties off. It was a beautiful late afternoon. Two bodyguards ambled in the front and the back, constantly scanning for threats against their principal. But there were only businesspeople done with the day and tourists enjoying the view. 

“End of an era,” Paul sighed.

“I second that! Did you notice that Isabelle had a new guy by her side?” Simon asked. “You know, up to the very end the old man hoped that you two would reconcile. He loved you like a son.”

Paul shrugged, saying nothing. Some things were meant to be. Some weren’t.

“He’s a banker, broker, finance city guy,” Simon explained. “I was introduced to him when Isabelle and I were discussing the arrangements to hijack the old man’s funeral. He seemed like a decent chap.” 

“History,” Paul replied.

Simon laughed aloud. “The most complicated human issue, summarized in a single word—classic stone-cold Trouble.” After a quick glance at Paul, he turned serious. “You will need to be careful from now on. With McAllister gone, no one will remember you at her Majesty’s services—except maybe your GCHQ mole for an occasional license plate or video feed.”

“I know you,” Paul laughed.

“I am a politician these days. My standard line is I don’t recall.”

“Isn’t that sort of depressing?”

“Not for me. Like a good friend of mine once said—history.” Now it was St. Cuir’s turn to shrug. “You don’t know what you don’t know.”

“Shall we have a drink for the old man’s last won battle?” Paul pointed to a floating pub on a barge that moored in the river, which appeared to be open.

Simon smiled and clapped Paul on the back. “Let’s do just that.”










One Hour Earlier







The old man looked up slowly before putting the letter down on the steel table in the MI6 interrogation room. He had not read the backside. Paul reached over the table and turned it around to show a list of sixty-plus handwritten names—first names with last initials, the year of birth preceded by a little asterisk character, and the year of death following a small cross. The years of demise, which started in the mid-eighties, were written in a neat, considerate hand, easily legible, but by the end of the list, a date from twenty years ago—the year of Schmidt’s and McAllister’s zoo meeting—the lines had become an angry, impatient scrawl. 

Simon St. Cuir cleared his throat. “The General started the list right after MI6 received evidence that you were the one behind some toxic operations against us. The list became a constant motivation for him and was deliberately updated after any operation with loss of life.”

The old man took off his thick glasses and cleaned them with the tip of his black tie, making a show out of it before putting them back on. The man looking back at the team was no longer the old man with a stoop; he had turned into Ralf Schmidt, the former East German spy master. With steely eyes and his mouth set in a firm line, he sat upright. His hands no longer rested in his lap but on the table. He took the letter and determinedly ripped it into little pieces, alternating glances between Simon and Paul. The two ex-agents did not stop him. Schmidt threw the pieces onto the table. “I never wanted a place in the history books. I was serving my country.”

“I’ll tape it back together,” St. Cuir said. “Now it makes for an even better piece in the history books.”

“You must eat it to destroy it,” Paul proposed. “Old-style!”

“Ein Komiker! Gott helfe der Königin,” the old German spy master muttered. A comedian. God help the queen.

“Bitteschön,” Paul gave back. “Aber ich bin Amerikaner.” I’m American. 

“You are Ralf Schmidt,” St. Cuir added. “Long-time fugitive and on the SIS’s most wanted list for ten years straight. Your run is over. You are here, and you will never leave again. We are sure about your identity and, in a few weeks, a jury will be too.”

Schmidt licked his lips, silent. His rheumy blue eyes did not give anything away. “What happens now?” he asked.

“You will be tried before a court. You will spend the rest of your days in her Majesty’s jail system,” Simon St. Cuir explained. 

“If any other country with the death penalty still holds a grudge, we might extradite you instead. It would save the UK taxpayers some money,” Paul suggested.

Schmidt sighed. “Just out of professional curiosity, I’d like to know: How did you catch me? My current face is not my old face. I made sure that even the most sophisticated facial recognition software does not recognize me. I dyed my hair and trained extensively to change my gait; and for this particular occasion, I even wore shoes with different heel sizes. You don’t have fingerprints on file, no one has. And when I left my old life behind, I made sure no DNA remained. Fire was my friend.”

His interrogators said nothing, allowing the man to figure it out as he replayed the funeral scene over and over in his head. Arriving with a taxi, like most other guests. Finding a place somewhere in the back, far away from the well guarded and media-covered VIPs. Leaving the church in the long queue of mourners through the narrow church portal, the armada of security staff and the bomb dogs with their handlers left and right. 

“Ah, I understand. The bomb dogs. The dogs were the key,” Schmidt thought aloud. “They knew my scent.”

“The one thing the General knew you wouldn’t be able to change,” Paul stated.

“But how did you train the dogs?” Schmidt asked. “I left nothing behind.”

“Are you sure?” Paul asked.

Schmidt nodded. “Nothing left behind. I made sure.”

Paul wordlessly took the suitcase from beside the desk and opened it. He picked up a transparent plastic bag and put it on the table. 










Five Minutes Earlier







The frail man sat opposite Paul Trouble and Simon St. Cuir on a metal chair in front of an interrogation desk, while the camera and audio equipment pointed at him accusingly. Paul had a board-case-sized alloy suitcase beside him.

The official agency person and the leader of MI6 Special Ops, Anthony Tennyson, acted as a mere observer, leaning on the wall near the large mirror window. This was the old boys’ project and his job would kick in as soon they were done with the man. 




“I don’t know why I am here,” the old man whined, sitting hunched up with his trembling spotty hands on his lap. His voice sounded as though he had asthma. “My name is Burton. John Burton of Middlesex. I am a retired shop owner.” He was a thin guy with wrinkles all over, a hearing aid in one ear, and thick glasses. No matter how you checked him out visually and biometrically, he looked nothing like Ralf Schmidt, even with multiple computer aging simulations run on the few pictures found of him, the latest taken in 1989. 

“I did nothing wrong. I was just attending a funeral. I do this often to remind me of what’s coming,” the old man explained.

“We don’t believe you,” St. Cuir pointed out. “You might as well give it up.”

Paul said, “General Gerald McAllister sends his regards.” With that, he pushed a letter towards him, a plain white envelope bearing the two letters R. S.

The old man stared at it. “What trick is this? McAllister is dead, isn’t he?”

“A message from the grave,” Simon answered.

“Read and you will understand,” Paul said.

Ralf Schmidt maintained his stooped old man persona. He picked up the unsealed letter and unfolded the single sheet of paper. The handwriting was neat but the lines uneven, as though the writer had to stop several times during its creation.




Ralf,

The last time we met, you told me I was a dinosaur. It took me until today to prove that you were wrong. You are in custody and one of my old boys has given you this letter. 

You didn’t make any mistakes or allow yourself any weaknesses during our years of sparring—except for a single miscalculation twenty years ago. During our last face-off, you threatened me with my daughter’s life. You made it personal. 

You call me a dinosaur? Wrong. I am an elephant. I never forget.

We never caught up with you through ordinary means and measures. You were gone by the time we finally got closer to you, which was to be expected, as you always were a man of extraordinary skills and perfect preparation. When my final diagnosis came a few months ago, I thought long and hard. I needed an extraordinary idea to catch an extraordinary man. And so, I found one: my own funeral. 

On a side note—and I know this will be a final minor victory for your ego—you ruined the ceremony. I had envisioned going gently into the good night—bidden goodbye by a few of my old friends and colleagues around my grave, followed by a small pub reception for them—not this circus that my old colleagues had to organize to draw you out, with prime ministers, current and former, secretaries of state, and military high-ranks. The guests were all unaware and attended my funeral without any knowledge of what was going on in the background. I estimated that it would take a critical mass of mourners to make you come out, for you to feel secure in the crowd, to hide in anonymity. I intentionally instructed my collaborators to plan for 600 invites and 800 seats. Get the media. Make it an event! Entice spontaneous visitors. 

I knew that your arrogance would make it impossible for you to withstand the temptation to attend, miss a chance to gloat over my dead body, and celebrate your final victory over me. 

But guess what, Ralf? Revenge is a dish best served cold. Ice cold.




Gerald




PS: I wrote this letter on the back of a list of my countrymen who died as a result of your actions. It hung on my office wall for two decades to serve as a reminder of my priorities.

I hope you rot in hell.










Two Hours Earlier







The funeral was a circus. General Gerald McAllister had left behind a long, distinguished career in her Majesty’s forces and various government intelligence agencies. That made for a long list of former bosses, colleagues, and friends. The guest list contained no less than eight former heads of state, including one ex-US President and three British prime ministers, various former British and European Ministers and Secretaries of Defence, and a long string of high-ranking military personnel from all branches as well as a plethora of NATO officials and intelligence agents. 

The bomb-sniffing dogs patrolled the churchyard and the old cemetery as the first guests arrived, some in limousines, some in chartered busses, and others in plain public transportation. Many were surprised to learn that the General had insisted on a church funeral, as they had never perceived the old fox to be a person of faith. Faith in working for the right side, sure. But faith in a helping hand from above? Inconceivable. 

An occasional bark from one of the security dogs was the only distraction during an otherwise somber moment. But, as usual, a funeral acted as the perfect occasion for reunions, a reminder of adventures, projects, and battles shared. Stories flowed as the morning brought together a lot of greetings, remembrances, handshakes, hugs, and even an occasional tear.

The surviving old gang was there. Many years ago, Paul Trouble had been part of a small elite team for the General’s Army Intelligence Liaison office, before he had lost his left hand to the mad hammer blows of a deranged arms dealer called Picard, the mission that had eventually ended his military and intelligence career. Somewhere in the middle of the crowd, the gang quietly sat side by side, lost in their thoughts among the sea of people. This team had worked the most closely with McAllister for a period, when the war was all about domestic radical action—bombings in subways and busses all over Europe and shady underground deals to arm and finance the various enemy factions. It was hard for any of them to believe that this rock of a man was no more. Slowly, the chatting and greetings died down and the congregation began to get settled. Paul craned his neck to follow a person he knew well. The General’s daughter, Isabelle, sat in the first row with an unknown man. An unknown attractive man. There had been a time when Paul was practically a part of the McAllister family, engaged to Isabelle. Another thing of the past. It felt like an eternity ago.

Irene Richards nudged Paul. She had been McAllister’s right and left hand until a few years ago but was now a regular homemaker, raising her kids with her teacher husband. Half-English half Indian, she had the whitest of skin and the blackest of hair and was a good head smaller than Paul. The General would tell anyone who listened that she could perfectly run and win wars on her own. Eventually, her job had caught up with her, almost destroying her private life. Afterwards, she had pulled the plug with no regrets. 

“They make a nice couple, don’t you think?” She whispered in Paul’s ear.

Paul was tense. A lot rode on this funeral. “Shut up. I don’t want to think about it.”

Irene nudged him again. They had been through thick and thin and beyond and had no secrets between them, so Paul didn’t even try to deny the emotional mess he was in. 

The minister started the ceremony, then a cello-violin duo took over with a British composer’s classical tune. Elgar maybe—Paul was not a classical music man. An old army friend of the General’s read from the Bible’s New Testament. Paul had always felt that the General was more of an Old Testament sort of guy. He never forgave, and retribution was always his preferred action, leveling the playing field of assets, positions, and spies. To be one move behind meant death for many.

Then Simon St. Cuir, acting Minister of Defence and Deputy Prime Minister, stepped in front to face them. Isabelle had asked if one of the boys could say some words, and Paul had gladly delegated the task to Simon who was the much better talker.

St. Cuir looked at the casket and the large black-and-white photo among the flower arrangements on top of it. “This is the General in the early nineties, right after Desert Storm,” he explained. “He wasn’t a general then, wouldn’t be for a while, but you could already see and feel the sheer force of the will and determination that would eventually lead him to his ultimate rank. Many of you who are present here today worked with him, for him, or even commanded him, though that is hard to believe—sorry, Mr. and Ms. Prime Ministers, maybe he made you feel that way, but I tell you now, you didn’t.” A series of chuckles rippled through the VIP section. “The truth is, Gerald McAllister worked for no one but his conscience and his values. His conviction in Western democracy, military alliances, in what was right and wrong was uncanny. And, sometimes, for politicians like us, like me, his uncompromising convictions were hard to understand. At Army Intelligence Liaison, that lesser known arm of the SIS, he was not just the man who found solutions to military or intelligence problems. He was also the man who ensured justice and order in a field without existing courts, few governing laws, and nonexistent black and white.”

St. Cuir looked at the crowd of mourners before turning back to look at the photo.

“And we have been extremely lucky that he worked on the right side and not against us.” More chuckles.

“Fifteen years ago, he picked me out from Special Forces for his Army Intelligence Liaison team. I spent ten years under his command, saw a lot, did a lot, and learned a lot. Unfortunately, I am not allowed to tell you about all that, because if I did, I would need to kill you.” Laughs. 

“He was a demanding bastard who was fully aware that a single word from him could mean the death of others. He was the best commander I’ve ever worked for—am I allowed to say this in front of my own Prime Minister?—and I will say that everyone attending this service who worked under him will agree.” There were murmurs of consent and nodding heads; some people even knocked on the wooden bench seats in agreement.

“And I hope, no, I believe that all those not present here, all those no longer with us, all those who died while serving Queen and Country think so too. To the absent!”

A series of “hear, hear!”, “to the absent!” and sporadic applause ensued. Paul nodded to himself, looking at his black-gloved artificial hand. He had not given his life for the cause—for the Queen or her Commonwealth—as he was a born, bred, and patriotic American. But he had given his hand, and with it a part of his life, to the many fights for freedom and democracy. 

Simon St. Cuir had stopped talking for a minute to let everyone gather his or her thoughts about the General. Then he looked at the crowd once more before nodding at Isabelle McAllister.

“And as though that’s not enough, he raised a wonderful daughter, that too as a single parent. Isabelle, I think I speak for everyone when I say that your father was a good man.”

Simon swallowed visibly.

“It’s hard to grasp that he really is gone.”

St. Cuir nodded once more at the congregation and sat down again.

Paul thought the funeral service, despite its intent and the planning behind it, had been a good thing. Despite what the old man had really wanted for his service, this funeral was a testament to the great man the General really had been.




The rest of the service was another set of music and anthems followed by another prayer. Then the organ started up; Bach, followed by one of General McAllister’s favorites, was played before the coffin was rolled out. The funeral ceremony was held at Wimbledon’s St. Mary’s Church, but the casket would be buried in Lambeth cemetery in the presence of just a few relatives and Isabelle—a compromise after the funeral circus. 

A procession quickly formed behind the pallbearers, church rows joining it one after the other. Paul left as soon as the final music started and positioned himself outside, close to the exit. The sun’s glare was harsh on the eyes and yet welcoming, pushing away thoughts of death, showing that life existed outside. The various security details positioned outside picked up their principals one by one as they came out of the church. The portal was not fully open, allowing only two people to pass through at once. This was not a problem, though, as the coffin on its soft wheels was rolled extra slowly. 

As instructed.

Paul picked up his communication set and clumsily pushed the button into his left ear, his right hand on the wrong side of his head. “Copy, we are a go.”

The two dogs watched the procession intently as well as every person leaving the church—not an uncommon sight at events of this security magnitude. Suddenly, one dog, a German shepherd, got up and started barking wholeheartedly, tail wagging and with a motivational tension in his body, at a group of people comprising two women and two men. The women had shapely legs under black nylon—no travesty possible there—and the younger of the men looked and had the muscular walk of a person of around forty. 

Paul nodded, and the dog controller took the dog forward. The dog barked once more and placed himself in front of the fourth person, an old man with a cane. Two security minders for SIS stepped forward and positioned themselves on the left and right sides, their weapons held ready. Paul raised his lapel to talk into the microphone. “We got him.”




He stayed until the last person had left the church, but the dog did not bark again. They had their man.






Three Weeks Earlier



Paul’s desk phone rang. He was working in his cubicle at the London City headquarters of Strom Industry. He and his team were the CEO’s designated troubleshooters and were enjoying a rare day of idling and catching up on admin duties. Sometimes, even a multi-billion-dollar industry conglomerate ran smoothly. When Paul picked up the phone, a quintessentially British voice from the past filtered through the receiver in a calm and measured tone. “Early lunch, old chap! I am waiting in front of the building.” Then the speaker hung up.

Paul cocked his head at the dead receiver and placed it back on the cradle. “And good morning to you, too, Simon.” He got up and grabbed his raincoat from the rack in the office corner.

“Early lunch, guv? Want company?” Amy, his slightly crazy computer specialist, asked from behind her impressive bank of four monitors. Paul could only see her spikey punk haircut. Their third team member, Tom Chan, was flirting with one of the new assistants for the C-suite further down the corridor.

“Nope. A blast from the past.”

“Secret spy stuff?” Amy knew about his past CIA work, his former UK posting, and his history working for General McAllister’s Army Intelligence Liaison office.

“That or World War Three,” Paul muttered. 

“Go get them, tiger,” Amy punched a fist into the air.


The extra-long black BMW idled right in front of the office lobby, two bodyguards covering the front and rear. The windows were dark and received occasional curious glances from the passing pre-lunch crowd.

Both bodyguards visibly reacted to Paul’s beeline towards the car. Simon had surely briefed them, but they still instinctively reacted to Paul’s invisible danger field, clearly super-nervous. Better safe than sorry. Paul lifted his hands in peace, and the bodyguards made synchronous moves towards their guns. 

The back door of the BMW opened and a voice from inside defused the situation. The bodyguards’ halted their movements towards their guns, trying to understand what had just happened. Paul entered the car.


Simon St. Cuir, Her Majesty’s Minister of Defence, had been Paul’s colleague during the Army Intelligence Liaison days. An ex-British Special Forces man, he was of the same age and background as Paul, who was his US Marines counterpart. He had been an elite soldier for many years before transitioning to military intelligence. After the Picard disaster shook up the department, Simon went on to take a different career path than Paul’s—into politics. Simon had thick blonde hair and steely blue eyes. He looked very British in a dark suit and gleaming shoes. He probably aimed higher too.

“The old man wants to see us,” St. Cuir said without any greeting or small talk. There was no need for explanations. 

“What about the promised lunch, Simon?” Paul said. His cloak-and-dagger days had been over for a while now. However, you could never really leave the business. 

“He’s not well. According to Isabelle, he has only a few days left in him.” The car started moving into traffic. There was a dark partition between the driver and passenger seats to give them privacy. 

“Didn’t know that. I knew about the bypass last year, stent and all.” Paul was genuinely concerned. He rarely saw the General anymore, nor his daughter Isabelle. With everyone living different lives, the past was fading fast. 

“His line of work wasn’t the most stress-free. He had a shitty work-life balance,” Simon explained. “His veins and arteries are clogged and brittle.”

“Hard to imagine the man has health trouble like any other mortal.”

“Mortal after all. He’s got something to tell us.”

“A last-minute secret reveal?” Paul asked, and both men had to smile. The General probably had more secrets to tell than one could in a lifetime.

Simon looked out the window. “According to Isabelle, he’s convinced that he won’t get out of the hospital. And I guess he has a full drawer of final axes to grind or secrets to pass on.”

“Then it will be your final axe to grind. I am not a secret-keeper anymore.”

Simon smiled at Paul. “And I thought I was the analyst in our relationship.”

“Maybe he’ll tell us who his favorite bright star was, finally!” 

Simon’s and Paul’s competition with each other in the early days of the liaison office was legendary.


Paul Trouble hated hospitals. Despite the string of dangerous jobs
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