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Chapter One — Meetup
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Sun breaks over the Isle of Wight, slicing through mist with blades of light. A warning, not a welcome. Every shadow looks wrong. Every shape on the horizon carries weight. Peace never lasts, not for men like me.

Months have passed since I pulled my girls from the bastards on St Kitts, but vigilance holds. I’ve crossed to the mainland multiple times, eyes sharp, instincts sharper. No one touches my daughters again. Not without a war. Simon and George stay hidden, watching the edges. Lucy watches me. Always waiting for the next fight.

On the surface, things appear quiet. But I know better. In the world we operate in, peace isn’t real—it’s the pause before everything explodes again. Which reminds me, I must call Simon today. He mentioned a possible mission sometime after the last one to retrieve my kids, and I haven't heard anything since. Sure, the sunshine and time with Lucy are great, but nothing beats the adrenaline rush of a successful mission.

Finish my mid-morning coffee as Lucy comes through the front door. She's been to town to buy new clothes for next week's girls' night out with Abbie and Bethanie.

After setting down bags in the bedroom, Lucy glances at me. "You contacted Simon yet?"

"About to," I say, reaching for my mobile to prove my point. It takes several rings before Simon answers.

"Hi, Steve. What's up?"

"Nothing much. Everything’s quiet on my end. I wanted to follow up on the mission you mentioned a while back. Is it still happening? Lucy’s set on moving, and some extra cash will help."

"Are you a mind reader, Steve. I planned on calling you today. The contact reached out again yesterday, probing our interest. Emphasising urgency—the operation he wants us to do must happen soon. Dave, our contact warned that delays could lead to casualties."

"Any idea what the mission involves?"

“From what I can gather, this one’s straightforward—an artefact pick-up, I think. He’s asking to meet in the next 24 hours. Can you make it, or should I shut it down?”

"Yeah, I’m interested, and tomorrow shouldn’t be a problem. Let me confirm with Lucy first, I don't want to get on her bad side. If I have any problems, I'll phone you back. In the meantime, send me any info you have on the mission and the contact."

"Will do. Give me a few minutes."

"Thanks, Simon. See you in Southampton tomorrow, if the boss gives the OK."

The call ends, and I head straight for the laptop, waiting for details from Simon to come through. While I wait, Lucy’s movements catch my ear in the kitchen. 

"Fancy a trip to the mainland? Meeting tomorrow with a possible client," I shout across the room.

Lucy raises a thumb, mouth too full of food to speak. Turning back to the computer, I refresh the page, and Simon's email appears at the top.

Subject: Mission Brief: Recovery of WWII Artefact

Simon,

This message comes with urgency. A critical task needs your team's sharp precision and expertise.

Objective: Extract Dr Petrov and recover a WWII artefact—failure will put dangerous power in the wrong hands.

Details: The artefact's whereabouts have stayed concealed until now. Dr Ivan Petrov, a historian of considerable repute, claims to have uncovered its location after extensive investigation. Bringing Petrov to us takes precedence at this point.

Mission Requirements: 

- Assemble a covert team capable of handling high-risk operations.

- Secure Petrov and the artefact and ensure their safe transport to our facility near Basingstoke.

- Maintain operational secrecy to prevent any leaks or interference. This communication will automatically delete itself in 24 hours.

Your team's experience in this kind of mission will be crucial for success. I have confidence in your ability to oversee this operation without a hitch.

Please confirm receipt of this email and provide an estimated timeline for the mission planning phase at a meeting on Friday at 14:00 at my office. The place is easy to find. Type the firm's name into Google Maps.

Best regards,

Dave Bate

CEO, Guardian Security Solutions 

South.

So we still have the info at a later date; the email hits the printer. The paper is still damp when I pass it to Lucy, who takes a few minutes, eyes scanning the page, absorbing the information.

“From this, it appears like a straightforward search and rescue. It shouldn’t take much time. Make sure we secure enough dosh for the new place,” Lucy remarks, after reviewing the printed copy.

While on the computer, I fire off an email to Derek. ‘Get your arse over here ASAP. We’ve got a green light for a possible mission. You know the drill, arrange your flights and let me know the details.’

With emails sent, switch off the laptop and stare at the clock on the wall as the big hand edges toward the twelve, making the time 14:00.

Turning to Lucy, “It’s another sunny day. Fancy a drink at the boozer?”

“Sounds like some sort of plan, Steve. Give me a few minutes,”

Time slips away, and soon enough, the pub stands before us, its lights flickering like a promise of good times. With a firm push, the door creaks open, unleashing the familiar aroma of worn wood and beer, a scent that clings to memories tethered to recollections best left in the shadows.

Bathed in golden light from a nearby window, the bar’s polished surface glimmers, reflecting years of weary patrons and shared confessions.

An open fire snaps and pops, embers swirling around the remnants of burnt charcoal, illuminating two brown leather sofas that face each other in front of the flames. Scanning the room towards the fire, I spot our usual seats, which remain unoccupied —a welcome sight.

A couple of people are sitting at the bar, deep in conversation with Gary, the barman we’ve come to see. On a raised platform to the left, a cluster of tables buzz with animated laughter and chatter of energetic young men and women out for a good time.

“Gary is over there,” Lucy whispers, nudging me as we approach the bar.

The moment we draw near, Gary’s attention shifts, lifting his head. "Steve, Lucy. As always, it's a pleasure to see you both."

“Hey, Gary,” I reply, “Got a couple of minutes?”

“For you two? Anytime,” wrapping up with the last customer before coming over to us. “What’s on your mind?”

Lucy smiles before glancing around to ensure she can’t be overheard. “We might be going away on another mission. You did a fantastic job with Hadley on our previous time away in taking down the son of the Acosta. Need you to keep our daughters, Abbie and Bethanie, under surveillance in case someone tries to take revenge. It’s been quiet since we returned, but you never know.”

“Consider it done,” Gary replies, stepping away to serve a woman waiting further along the bar.

With drinks, we walk over to the sofas and slump into the soft cushions. The rise and fall of voices interweave with the sharp chime of clinking glasses, creating a backdrop that evokes familiarity. At one end, the fire crackles, casting flickering shadows on the walls. The room is already warm from the sun’s rays penetrating through the extensive windows, making the fire’s presence more for show than necessity.

Without lifting her gaze, Lucy says, “So, what’s the plan from here?”

After sipping my drink, "Might as well settle in for a bit, grab a meal and a few beers. We can head to the mainland early in the morning to see the kids before our rendezvous with Simon and George in Southampton. Where it goes from there depends on how the talk unfolds."

“Smart move. I’m hungry, and you get out of washing up,” says Lucy, a grin tugging at her lips as I reach for the menu.

"You are so kind," I reply.

After a few hours at the pub, fuelled by the buzz of drinks and a steady flow of conversation, we head back home. Thirty minutes later, we arrive at the lodge. The moment we step through the door, Lucy drops onto the sofa, laying out the 9 mms on the coffee table. I’d pulled them from the hide outside before entering the lodge. Each is a silent reminder of past missions and the possible job ahead.

Noise from the television hums in the corner, a meaningless backdrop to the task at hand as Lucy breaks down the pistols, hands moving with practised efficiency. Parts line up with care, their sequence ingrained in muscle memory. Metallic clicks echo across the room as parts snap into place. Each motion tells its own story—decisive, purposeful, unhurried. Wiping, inspecting, reassembling—it's not just maintenance. It’s preparation for what might be coming.

While Lucy concentrates on the weapons, I turn my attention to the rest of our equipment. Head off to grab my Bergen from under the bed in the spare bedroom.

Contents are dumped onto the kitchen table in one fluid motion. Gear arranged like an arsenal, ready for deployment. Apart from the occasional maintenance, the stuff remains untouched since the last mission.

In the Bergen, every item sits where it belongs, primed for action, ready to deploy at a moment's notice, including a plastic case, its compartments lined with components for making improvised explosive devices (IEDS).

Several splash maps, veterans of past missions, are always on hand and stacked. The tactical kit follows, layered and ready, with camo netting on top—an ingrained sequence, a ritual of readiness.

With the maps sorted, I concentrate on the spare combat clothing and GORE-TEX waterproofs, ensuring they’re in good condition before replacing them in the Bergen, then turning my attention to the hammock and bivvy bag, examining every fibre for any sign of weakness lingering over the mesh where a tear could mean trouble. There is nothing worse than hearing the infernal buzzing from the tiny bloodsucking bastards from inside your net.

With my gear squared away, I move to Lucy’s hammock and bivvy. A quick check for damage is all that is required. Handling her kit beyond that is not going to happen. Each soldier develops their way, and she’s no different.

With the day’s tasks wrapped up, the rest of the night slips by. The TV’s glow washes over us as an animated flick plays out a colourful distraction. Sometimes, it’s nice to escape the real world, away from the death and mayhem that follow us. We hit the sack around 22:00.

A sudden jolt snaps me awake, and my breath catches in my throat. The clock blinks 02:00, but it’s not the time that matters. It’s the memory, the same one that haunts me every night.

In my mind, the image of the terrorist burns deep, lifeless eyes locked on me, yet alive with hate. The barrel of his 9mm digs into the skin of my forehead, ice-cold and unyielding as blood hammers in my skull; a relentless beat that blocks out everything else.

The sound comes again—a click, hollow and menacing. Lying still and staring up at the ceiling, my body is drenched in sweat, muscles tense, bracing for a shot that never comes. My pulse pounds in my ears, a fierce rhythm that almost drowns the raw rasp of my breaths as the air drags through my chest, thick and stubborn, resisting like I’m drowning. By all rights, I should be dead, but instead, I live with the guilt of surviving.

The solid bedframe under my hands serves as an anchor, dragging me out of the past and back to where I need to be. I may be awake, but I’m still there, on the edge of life and death, staring into the eyes of a man who wanted to end me. The night remains quiet, but in my mind, the echoes of that click, that cold steel, stay as I try to get at least one more hour of sleep.

Two hours later, I'm awake again. This time, the memory of the vehicle checkpoint in Northern Ireland hits. Hidden beneath layers of dirt and silence, the pull toward the enemy’s post feels like a heartbeat inside a coffin. Sweat once more slides down my back. Uncertainty gnaws at me, not knowing if I will see another day.

By 05:00, I give up. The memories are unrelenting, and slumber is now a distant dream. So, I clamber out of bed, careful not to wake Lucy, and head to the kitchen. The promise of a steaming cup of caffeine is keeping me from surrendering to the haunting images replaying in my mind.

Shadows stretch across the walls in the kitchen's dim light as I switch the kettle on. It’s not long before the hiss of boiling water cuts through the early morning. The scent of coffee, sharp and bitter, fills the air. Steam curls up from the mug as I take a long sip. The bite of hot liquid claws at me, tearing through the haze, bringing everything into brutal, vivid focus as it slips down my throat. The burn is what I need right now, steadying the chaos in my head.

I approach the laptop and switch it on. My fingers find their rhythm over the keys, pulling up the search bar—one name: Guardian Security Solutions. A single press of the enter key ignites the sequence, and GSS flashes up on the screen.

It appears Dave Bate holds the reins, and I’ll be sitting across from him soon. Digging into his background and the organisation is essential. The results show his company’s profile and a string of articles.

GSS is a private security firm that supplies bodyguards and retrievals to those who can afford them. The ’about’ section states that the company comprises former military personnel from around the world, most of whom are former special forces personnel. A sparse collection of photos appears on the site, identified only by first names, careful to reveal nothing more.

Faces flash across the screen. One familiar face stands out from the lineup, cutting through like a ghost from my past. Billy. His presence rips open old wounds, memories clawing their way to the surface.

Our paths crossed in the heat of that first mission, Billy moving with the precision of a combat medic and special forces soldier. He had a way about him, something that made him stand out. From the moment we were forged together by black ops, our connection sealed fast after that. Billy's dry wit was sharp as a blade, slicing through the darkness of our missions.

One particular operation remains etched in my memory. Deep behind enemy lines, the mission focused on extracting a high-value target locked in a secure site. Our team slipped through the darkness, blending into every shadow. Then, without warning, the silence broke as the inevitable unfolded—a blast shuddered through the compound, and screams followed, raw and piercing.

Billy zoned in on the wounded’s distant cries, absorbing the surroundings as if they were laid out in front of him. His voice tore through the chaos. 

"Light, now!" he yelled. 

A quick flick of the torch sent a red beam over the wounded man, the injury more evident with each passing second.

Shrapnel tore through the trooper’s leg. Blood flowed out in a dark, unbroken stream. Billy worked fast, hands moving with practised ease that only comes from experience. A tourniquet was applied, the wound cleaned, and an IV was inserted while reassuring the injured. 

"Stay with me, mate. You're going to be fine."

The man’s eyes reflected a fragile hope, gripping Billy’s steady words like a lifeline. In that moment, Billy stood as more than a medic—the man was the thin wall between the trooper and the creeping blackness.

Mission complete and the team withdrawing, the trooper’s heartbeat stayed even, a testament to Billy’s calm skill amid the confusion. I’ve seen him pull off the impossible before, and I know this won’t be the final time. In the thick of the firestorm, with disarray erupting around us, Billy kept pulling men back from the edge—an unwavering force amid all-consuming disorder.

The battlefield shapes warriors, but with Billy, it's different. When the bullets flew and the chaos hit, the man never wavered, right there with me. He's more than a teammate; he’s the kind of brother only war can create. Built under combat, our loyalty runs deeper than blood. We would always have each other’s backs, no matter how grim things got.

Every joke Billy told struck at the perfect beat, underscored by a tenacity as unyielding as it is contagious. I remember one night, sitting around a fire, the exhaustion setting in, Billy smirked and shook his head. 

“You know, there’ll come a time when we see this for what it is—fucking utter insanity.” Classic Billy, cutting through the tension with humour.

"Speak for yourself," I shot back, unable to hold back a chuckle.

The past slips back into the shadows, a reminder that not everything fades with time. I turn my attention back to the computer and scan the details on the screen. The company’s portfolio reads like a who's who of high-risk clients, their expertise keeping influential people alive in the most hostile environments.

The brief sent to Simon suggests a clean operation, but the gaps tell a different story, revealing threads of something far beyond a straightforward extraction.

A hit of caffeine punches through the distraction—this task requires my total concentration. I need to be alert and prepared for whatever comes next. The clock on the wall ticks one second at a time as I lean into the chair’s back, eyes fixed on the screen.

It must have been about 45 minutes later when the unmistakable sound of water striking the tiles in the bathroom drags me from the depths of my thoughts, pulling me back into the present. Lucy is up, getting ready. Daylight starts to slice in through the window as the door to the bathroom clicks and opens, releasing a brief waft of mist. A second later, Lucy moves across the room, towel-clad, with damp hair plastered against her bare shoulders.

Coffee in hand, she leans down, placing a soft kiss on the top of my head. 

"What’s occupying your mind?" her tone is laced with curiosity.

“I'm looking up GSS,” I reply, tapping the keyboard. "I'm trying to find information on Dave Bate and GSS. Due diligence, and all that malarky.”

Still with a brew in hand, her attention shifts to the display. "Spot anything that stands out?"

“They are a private security company with many ex-special forces people on the payroll. Dave’s got a solid reputation, but I want to be sure.”

Lucy nods, sensing the tension. “Instead of making breakfast, why don’t we grab something on the boat?”

“Good idea. Let’s get a move on.” A brief grin flickers, recognising the practicality of her actions.

With our gear stowed, the drive to East Cowes unfolds in no time. The ferry terminal comes into view, where the Red Falcon looms, its gangway alive with early commuters. Once onboard, travellers shuffle into place, their movements a backdrop to the rhythmic hum of the engine and the sharp tang of salt carried on the breeze.

On the top deck, Lucy leans against the railing, eyes on the horizon. "There's something about the ocean... it’s both calming and dangerous. The surface only hints at what dangers might hide below."

"Like our world, full of twists you don’t see coming," I mutter, feeling the sea's pull as I stand beside her.

As the ferry moves away from the dock, the coastline of the Isle of Wight begins to shrink, replaced by the open expanse of the Solent. The dark and choppy water matches my unease as other passengers go about their business.

“Expect the unexpected. This mission goes beyond the artefact. Something bigger is lurking, something we’ve missed,” I say, still looking out across the sea.

Without breaking focus, "We’ll make it work. We always do," Lucy replies, radiating confidence.

But the holes in our intel keep me on edge. Time drags as it always does, as the ferry ploughs through the waves. Minutes crawl by like hours as the vessel makes its way toward Southampton.

At last, we dock and disembark, blending into the crowd of commuters. The city's streets are already busy, the town is already awake and bustling. With Lucy at the wheel, I take out my phone and dial Abbie’s number. The call connects after a few rings, her voice bursting through the line, upbeat and welcoming.

“Morning, princess. Are you at home? Lucy and I are on our way to see you all.”

“Hi, Dad, I’m at Bethanie’s with the kids. Hadley’s also here,” Abbie replies.

“Great. We’ll be over soon.”

After a short drive, we arrive. As the car eases to a halt, I hear laughter from the grandkids drifting from the garden. A firm rap on the door draws a quick response. Abbie opens it, her face lit with excitement. 

“Dad, Lucy! Come in,” she beams, stepping aside with an inviting gesture.

We step into the front room where Bethanie and Hadley are sitting. "Morning, everyone."

“Morning, Dad,” Bethanie says, standing to hug me.

“Hi, Dad,” Hadley remarks, hand clasping mine with warmth and strength.

“Good to see you all,” I say, looking around the room.

We spend the next 60 minutes or so catching up. The conversation is light and filled with laughter. The grandkids run in and out of the garden, their energy infectious. It’s a welcome break from the looming mission, a reminder of why we do what we do. I check my wristwatch. The hour ticked by far too fast. 

“Sorry, folks, but we need to make a move. We have a meeting with Simon and George soon.”

Bethanie nods, understanding. “Be careful, Dad.”

“Always am,” the words are laced with certainty as a smile crosses my face.

After saying our goodbyes, we head to the car. With Lucy in the driver's seat, the engine kicks over, and we head toward Southampton. In the city, traffic flows while pedestrians weave between cars and buses. The high street is alive with motion. We clamber out of the car after finding a parking spot near the military careers office at the bottom of High Street.

Across the road is a small café. Pushing the door open, the tiny bell overhead rings with a faint, metallic chime that cuts through hushed voices. Inside, the air is thick with the scent of fresh coffee and frying bacon, blending into an inviting warmth that contrasts with the cool air outside. A few patrons glance up as we enter, but most are absorbed in their plates, each forkful given silent priority.

Sunlight pours through the vast, panoramic window stretching across the front, casting a soft glow over the nearby tables. Beyond the street, life bustles, but inside, time moves at a more sedate pace. Individual ticks of the clock are drawn out as if reluctant to move forward, as if the place has carved out a sanctuary from the hurried world outdoors. Beneath the window, a small table with two empty seats stands ready, bathed in sunlight, almost as if it’s calling out for company.

As you enter, the serving area stretches along the wall to the right, displaying laminated menus, a stack of canned drinks, and a card terminal stand next to a cash register. A glass dome showcases a selection of cakes—sponge, carrot, and chocolate—sliced thick and tempting. But we’re not here to indulge.

Beyond, two rows of tables run parallel against the walls, where two groups of older couples sit, age traced across their features as they exchange quiet words while nursing steaming mugs of some type of beverage, their heads bent in hushed, intimate conversation. Each glance toward the window meets the rush of the outside world.

At the far end, Simon and George wait at a table close to the open-planned kitchen with a casual air but eyes sharp, taking in the room. Simon spots us first, lifting a hand in greeting, gaze flicking over our shoulders, checking if anyone is following us. Past them behind the counter, a man leans into the heat of the grill, turning eggs and pressing bacon flat—the sound of frying cutting through the kitchen's atmosphere.

“Morning,” I say, as we reach the table.

“Steve, Lucy,” Simon says, offering a firm, confident handshake. George follows suit, his grip a reassuring affirmation of solidarity.

Chairs scrape across the floor as we settle in beside George and Simon. We've been there for a few minutes when the waitress arrives, notepad in hand, ready to take our order. 

“What can I get you, folks?”

“Four full English breakfasts, please,” I say, glancing at the others to ensure they’re on board.

“No problem. Any more drinks?”

"Three coffees and one tea," Lucy says, sparking instant agreement.

Simon shifts forward as the young lady departs. “Dave’s briefing starts at 14:00. He’ll want a clear picture of our availability, numbers, and how fast we can mobilise. If the roles were reversed, any commander worth respect would want this kind of actionable intelligence."

George lifts his drink to his lips, scanning the room. “Whatever challenge lies ahead, there is a good chance we’ve managed tougher situations.”

At that moment, the waitress approaches, steaming beverages in hand, and sets them down with a gentle thud. I pick up the closest mug, the heat from the beverage radiating through my fingers. In front of me, Lucy sips her brew while her gaze locks on mine.

As we discuss the details of the possible upcoming mission, the scent of bacon, eggs, and coffee swirls around me, each breath stoking my hunger as I wait for the food to arrive. Simon and George are focused, their expressions mirroring my thoughts.

With the team's eyes on me, "The email is concise, but we lack crucial intel. Maybe on purpose. The gaps in the info leave too much exposed." My calm voice masks the unanswered questions at the back of my mind. “We can’t lock anything down yet until Derek shows up. His input on radio and communications is essential; without it, we’re making educated guesses.”

After taking a sip of his coffee and standing up, “Time to get Derek’s update on tomorrow’s ETA,” says Simon, with a phone in hand before walking towards the door and leaving the building.

George’s attention remains fixed on me, a spoon circling in his cup in controlled movements. “As for myself, I'm ready to spring into action once we receive the go-ahead. The intel is limited to Dave's email to Simon, but we’ll tackle whatever the mission throws our way.”

"True enough, George. Adapting is what’s kept us alive this long. Stay alert during the meeting, grab the key details, and then we will solidify the plan,” Lucy comments.

A sound in front of me attracts my attention; it's the waitress approaching, her arms laden with our full English breakfasts. She places the plates on the table, piled high with sausages, bacon, eggs, beans, and fried bread.

"If you need anything else, please ask," she says before walking away.

Simon steps back, tucking the phone away and sitting down. "Managed to reach Derek. He’s en route and will arrive sometime tomorrow. Updates coming via text.”

“Good,” I say. “Can everyone confirm their commitment and ensure they can depart at a moment’s notice once we get the green light after Derek arrives?” A chorus of affirmations answer my question. We’ve done this dance many times, and the team’s readiness is one of our greatest strengths.

"Based on the direction of the conversation, we’ll bring up questions tied to everyone's expertise during the session with Dave. Lucy, you focus on intel and tactical support; Simon, transportation and logistics; George, weapons and sniper overwatch. Leave the overall strategy to me. Also, ask about Derek’s usual radio protocol and communications enquiries,” I say.

Everyone nods, understanding their roles. The waitress comes to clear our plates, and I signal for the bill. Our minds are already moving to the next phase of the operation.

“Let’s RV in the car park of Guardian Security Solutions,” I say, standing up. “We’ll regroup there and head in together.”
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For 20 minutes, the two cars move in sync, weaving through the outskirts of Southampton, bound for Basingstoke. The cityscape gives way to a built-up area close to Popham Airfield. Lucy drives the lead vehicle with me sitting in the passenger seat. My attention drifts to my notebook, flipping through the pages as we speed toward our destination. Simon and George follow behind.

Entering the industrial zone, my gaze sweeps across the site, where a faint drone of machinery hums from distant metal structures. Bold, black letters spell “Guardian Security Solutions (GSS)” along the top of one building set back from the rest, a stark contrast to the building’s washed-out hues. The first thing that hits me is that no vehicles are parked outside, which strikes me as odd, as this is a business park, and I would expect the cars to be outside all premises, adding to the mystery and intrigue.

Lucy slows the vehicle, as I take in more details. One of the roller doors is open, revealing three imposing, military-looking armoured trucks lined up against the far wall. Inside, several people move around, their desert camouflaged fatigues standing out against the industrial setting. Each person moves with a purpose, carrying an unbroken discipline. Tactical gear moulds to their bodies, weapons secured with meticulous care.

Lucy parks the car close to the entrance, and we clamber out, signalling Simon and George to do the same.

“Looks like this place is geared up for confrontation,” George says, pointing inside.

“Yeah,” I reply. “Stay sharp. We don't know what we're walking into.”

Stepping into the metal-clad building of Guardian Security Services, I sense the buzz of disciplined activity. The expansive interior's ceiling stretches above, amplifying the muffled exchanges of conversation that drift through the space, tight and controlled. No one’s here to chat; it’s all business. Their movements are smooth and calculated, the result of operations where even the slightest error invites chaos. Tasks would have been carried out with assuredness by those who’ve earned their place here.

Against the back wall, the three armoured vehicles we saw from outside become more prominent, their matte black surfaces absorbing the fluorescent light. These behemoths are built for protection, and their presence underscores the seriousness of the work conducted here.

Halfway along the left wall is a storage area that is a testament to military precision. Through the open doors, I spot shelves stocked with tactical vests, helmets, firearms, and other supplies, all arranged to suggest it’s ready for immediate deployment. Each item sits right where it belongs, and everything is positioned with military precision.

The deep roar of a heavy vehicle catches my attention as an armoured car rolls out from a ramp, I'm guessing, leading to an underground parking garage. From its look, the expansive entrance was built for more than standard cars—armoured units could navigate through it without any issue, which explains why there were no vehicles outside.

Guardian Security Services isn't just a company; it’s a fortress of elite protection. Every aspect of the building, from the reinforced walls to the methodical storage, reflects the unwavering commitment to excellence and readiness. From the look of things, the mission is always paramount, and the operatives are always well-prepared.

By my side, the team moves in silence, dissecting the scene as if danger waits behind the next breath. An invitation doesn’t make this place safe — complacency isn’t an option.

“It's evident that these individuals are organised and trained to a high level, capable of handling any situation with exacting precision. They're well equipped,” I remark to George, observing a man approaching us; a tall figure, draped in black jeans and a green T-shirt. His close-cropped hairstyle reveals a scar that snakes down his cheek, hinting at past conflicts.

“Sure have. Unlike us on a mission who have to scrape around for kit,” replies George.

Seconds pass before the man appears in front of me. “Morning. Guess you’re Steve and the team, right?” a brief acknowledgement in his eyes. “I’m James. Dave’s expecting you. follow me”

Following James, we are guided to the far corner, where we approach a separate structure within the unit. Inside is the operational control room, shielded by a reinforced steel door, thick and heavy, engineered to withstand the force of a missile strike. Its surface gleams under the overhead lights, a silent barrier protecting the heart of operations.

Monitors dominate the walls, their sharp glow piercing through the dimly lit space. These screens are not only displays but the lifeline of the operation, with data streams flickering across them — satellite feeds, decrypted communications, threat patterns — all contributing to a pulsating flow of information. I've seen this before. This isn’t a room; it’s the nerve centre of the operation, where intelligence transforms into strategy and precision drives every choice.

Rows of consoles blink with layered intel, their displays updating the moment data pours in from across the globe. Operators sit rigid, backs straight, their hands gliding over keyboards, pulling threads of information and weaving them into actionable plans. 

Crossing the floor, more operatives are locked in. From my experience, they appear to be scanning reports, rerouting communications, and identifying vulnerabilities in enemy networks. This is more than technology or skill; it’s discipline forged in the relentless drive to stay ahead, an unwavering determination. For a brief second, the room's energy envelops me—a world bound by control, clarity, and the unyielding pursuit of dominance in the chaos we navigate.

After knocking, James opens the door to a separate office, and we enter. The room is spacious and well-lit, with recessed lighting casting a soft glow. The rich aroma of coffee mingles with the scent of paper, a sharp contrast to the control room. The walls are lined with bookshelves filled with manuals on tactics, espionage, and history. A whiteboard hangs from the wall, covered in diagrams and notes, remnants of past briefings and strategy sessions. Every detail is organised, reflecting the high stakes and precision required in our line of work.

A man in his mid-50s, well-dressed, is sitting behind a teak desk; I recognised him from his photo on the company website. Glancing up from the laptop as we enter, Dave greets us, 

“Happy you could join us,” pushing himself up and offering a hand.

Not being a man of many words when a few will do, “Nice to meet you, Dave. Let’s dive into the mission specifics you need us to tackle,” I state, my grip firm as I shake his hand.

Sitting back down, Dave gestures for us to take seats around the large desk cluttered with papers, a high-end laptop, and several secure communication devices. A one-way glass window stretches along one side of the office, revealing a sweeping view of the command epicentre while concealing our presence.

Dave cuts straight to the point, following my lead, wasting no time on the preamble. “First, welcome to the nerve centre. From this vantage point, all operations are coordinated, live feeds are monitored, and real-time intel is processed. We have plenty to discuss. Should you accept the mission, I need a rough timeline for deployment. Then we can break down the intel.”

“Understood. Our approach is clear: infiltrate, survive, and take the objective. No compromise,” I reply.

Lucy, Simon, and George nod in agreement, their expressions mirroring mine.

“Before we say yes, I have a few questions, the first and most important being: Any reason you're employing our team when you have all the operatives and equipment within your organisation?”

Dave’s expression doesn’t change, prepared for the line of enquiry. “Smart question, Steve. The truth is, we’re overstretched. Multiple high-priority operations are ongoing, and I need a team with a proven track record. Our world relies on tight coordination, and your team’s success is recognised throughout the security sector. This mission demands the best.”

“A fair assessment,” Simon states, pride radiating from flushed cheeks.

“Just as important is the next question. What payment are you willing to offer for our services for this task you want us to carry out?” I say, my gaze fixed on Dave.

Reaching into the depths of his desk drawer, Dave retrieves a plain beige envelope, sets it on the table, and slides it towards me.

“All the payment details are in here. All I need is your bank account number and a signature committing you to the operation, and then everything we discussed past this point is confidential.”

Flipping the folder open, I scan the contents, and a figure leaps out—£1.5m. This amount carries weight beyond the cash; it says volumes about the task ahead. No one throws down that kind of money for something insignificant.

A look around at the team tells me all I need to know. Dave leans back, arms crossed, eyes focused, analysing my expression. Simon punctuates the silence with his pen, awaiting the cue to act. Lucy maintains her poised stance, yet the sharpness in her gaze speaks of careful calculations. George remains quiet but vigilant. However, the final decision rests with me.

After taking a deep breath and closing the folder with a silent snap, "Alright, we’re in,” I say.

In front of Dave, angled at me, a laptop hums, the display lights up, primed for the order that shifts everything into play. With a swift motion, I pull the computer towards me. Moments later, our account numbers are typed on the keyboard, repeating themselves on the screen. Each digit is locked in clean and official, at least on the surface. Payment is secured with a click.

To my left, Lucy is confirming the funds have been transferred to our account on her mobile phone. With a raised thumb, she indicates the money has been received. So, my hand moves over the line on Dave’s document, a signature locking us into this operation. 

“Now,” I say, looking Dave in the eyes. “Tell us what we’re walking into.”

“Good news, Steve. The mission is split into two halves, tied together by Dr Ivan Petrov, a researcher focused on military technology of the past. At this moment, Viktor Readle’s criminal organisation is holding him captive in a small village called Heinrichsberg in former East Germany. Extracting him is our first objective. The information the target possesses is vital for the next phase of your task.”

“OK, what links it all, and what’s the objective?” I ask.

“Petrov might be the sole individual aware of the location of a long-forgotten device from the end of the Second World War. The destructive force packed into this weapon could tear apart cities and leave nothing but devastation behind, endangering countless lives. As expected, criminal enterprises would go to great lengths to seize the relic. A benefactor is paying my company to ensure its recovery before it ends up in the wrong hands.”

“Alright,” I say, meeting his gaze. “What’s the clock on this?”

A glimmer of relief dances in Dave's expression. “You need to extract Petrov in the next seven days. Information from one of my guys inside the village and deep undercover in Readle’s organisation reveals they plan to relocate him in 10 days.”

"Who's Readle?" I ask.

"Head of a Russian crime syndicate." Dave reaches behind him and produces a thick folder. “Here’s the full mission briefing, including every piece of intel we've gathered.”

Taking the documents from Dave, “The timeline shouldn’t be an issue. The team should be ready to move soon. I'm just waiting for the fifth teammate to join us, before I can give precise timings.”

“What’s the assessment of the target area? How secure are the defences?” Lucy asks.

Dave’s fingers move over the keyboard. The laptop monitor illuminates the target area in vivid detail, with every angle accounted for in the captured frame. 

“The target is in a farm complex, built like a fortress, reinforced with walls meant to hold back more than curiosity. Multiple layers of security—armed guards and surveillance around the yard and its approaches. But there are weaknesses we can exploit.”

“What’s the approach for insertion and extraction? We should avoid alarms and keep casualties to a minimum,” Simon asks, always focused on logistics.

Dave gestures to the highlighted paths on the screen. “Infiltration via stealth helicopter is confirmed. Extfil is the challenge. Several routes are in place to handle any on-the-ground shifts.”

With a slight cough, George speaks up. “What’s the topography like around the target? Need the most strategic positions for sniper overwatch.”

The paper rustles as the map is laid flat, its edges creased from wear. “Elevated positions surround the site. Scout the area first. Use the buildings to secure your vantage for when you move in,” replies Dave.

Lucy turns to me, then back to Dave. “And what about enemy forces? Numbers, equipment?”

“You're looking at 10 to 20 armed guards. Intel suggests ex-military, well-equipped. Automatic rifles and heavy ordnance are in play. Expect serious resistance.”

“Two quick ones, Dave. First, how are weapons and gear handled? Are you supplying them, or are we sourcing our own from the payout?" I ask.

Without hesitation, Dave replies, “All company assets are at your disposal—firearms, ammunition, surveillance tech, everything you need. What’s your second, Steve?”

“Can we use the briefing room?” The answer might be obvious, but I want confirmation.

“As I said, you have full access to the whole facility.”

With clarity on the mission locked in, we say goodbye to Dave, promising to return tomorrow with an operational strategy for Dr Ivan Petrov's extraction from Heinrichsberg. Back at the vehicles, everyone clambers aboard the two cars, and we drive to a local pub 15 minutes away from the Guardian Security Solutions on the outskirts of the small village of North Waltham.

The convoy pulls into the car park of The Green Man, a countryside inn with stone walls draped in ivy and crowned by a weathered thatched roof that speaks of a long history. It’s not far from GSS, but it's like we’ve entered another world.
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Above the door, the sign creaks in the gentle early evening breeze. It is an old wooden board painted with a jovial figure clad in a traditional outfit, raising a tankard. Simon and George, in the second vehicle, park beside us.

With everyone out of the cars, we enter the pub. Inside, dim lights hang from the ceiling, and the warm scent of burning wood from the stone fireplace blends with the ale's rich, comforting aroma. The walls are adorned with old photographs and hunting trophies, giving the place a rustic charm. Old wooden beams overhead form a sturdy grid. Situated at the bar, locals hold their drinks close, their sidelong glances betraying curiosity.

Behind the bar, the bartender, an older guy with a welcoming face, handles our order without a hitch. Beers in hand, we walk out to the garden, lit by strings of miniature lights hanging from the trees. The evening is cool, the sky tinged with the last hues of sunset. A seat tucked along the perimeter keeps conversations safe from wandering ears.

Glasses settle down onto the weathered wooden table. Lucy sits, her gaze sweeping the pub as if mapping the exits. 

"OK," she says, her voice carving through the faint chatter from other customers in the garden. "Forget Simon’s rare generosity for a second — let’s talk about what matters. The meeting."

A smirk crosses Simon’s face. “Keep whining, and next round’s on you,” a sly grin cuts across his face.

The light banter slips away, replaced by the hard edge of reality, leaving only the sharp focus demanded by the moment. After a slow sip of beer, the bitter ale hitting the back of my throat, I lean forward. 

“Dave laid it out, two objectives, both tied to Petrov. First, we get him out. Then, we lock down that relic before anyone else does.”

“Three hundred grand per head — but cash won’t mean a damn thing if we don’t make it out,” Simon says, leaning in closer.

George, silent until now, leans into the table. “The money’s tempting, but as Simon said, it won’t do us any good if we’re not breathing at the end of this.”

Silence falls for a few seconds, the mission hanging between us like a live grenade waiting to go off: two missions ahead, big money, and even bigger risks. Whatever we’re after has already drawn the worst kind of attention.

“If the intel on the compound checks out, the enemy forces are a concern. Ex-military, armed with an assortment of weapons. We'd better be at our best,” Lucy says, holding the briefing folder.

“No question about it, we’ve got the experience, the skills, and Dave’s equipment in our corner. That’s all the advantage we need,” I say, looking around the team.

"No denying the challenge," Simon cuts in, voice firm. "But George is right. We’ve faced tougher situations, and this is no exception. Petrov and that relic are ours to take."

After another round of beers, my eyes lock with Lucy’s. “No point going back home. Gear’s sorted—let’s find somewhere close to sleep for the night.” With several nods of agreement, the rest also agree to stay.

“We wait for Derek. Be ready to move the second he’s here,” Lucy says, placing her glass down with a soft thud.

As The Green Man pub doesn’t offer accommodation, Simon stands, stretching, tapping on his phone. After a quick conversation with the person on the other end, 

“Hotel’s booked,” glancing up from his phone. “Sent Derek a text, telling him to meet us there.”

After a short drive, the Fox and Hounds stands ahead. A haven for the night, its walls bathed in a warm glow from the streetlamps. Roses climb the brick façade, their tangled vines framing the weathered stone. The cobbled path stretches out, leading toward the entrance.

Inside, the lobby exudes an understated elegance. Aged but sturdy armchairs flank antique tables that bear the patina of countless stories. A fire crackles in the stone hearth, sending light dancing across the room. Shadows flicker against the walls like fleeting memories. The receptionist handles the check-in, their quiet focus leaving no room for small talk.

The second floor beckons with the groan of wooden steps, the staircase creaking underfoot like a whisper from the inn itself. The rooms, each a sanctuary of comfort, await beyond the landing, their doors marked with brass numbers dulled by time. Here, comfort is not just a luxury but a necessity, offering a fleeting moment of rest in a place that carries echoes of countless travellers.

Simon chuckles, leaning against the banister. “George, those stairs squeak more than Steve and Lucy’s bed during ops. Payback’s a bitch,” shooting a glance my way.

“Better put your earplugs in tonight, then, Simon. I’ll be wailing like a banshee on heat,” comes Lucy’s instant reply.

We agreed to meet back in the bar in one and a half hours for a few pre-mission drinks, part of the routine we never skip before stepping into the field. As Derek isn’t here, I am sure there will be another one before George and Simon head for their room further along the corridor.

The room offers a clean simplicity that hides its practicality—an unassuming mattress, a writing desk against the far wall, and a window that frames the garden bathed in pale moonlight. Modern conveniences blend into the corners without drawing attention; a flat-screen TV integrates with the muted decor, and a coffee maker stands ready for use.

My kit lands on the floor with a thud. Tomorrow, Derek will rejoin the team, and the plan will solidify. But for now, the mission brief is the key to our success and demands my full attention.

A few minutes later, Lucy steps into the bathroom, leaving me to start planning. I grab the documents from my Bergen, spreading the contents across the desk—a detailed map, reconnaissance photos, potential routes marked with precision, and team placements noted in clean lines. Every element is examined and re-examined, possible weak points turn over in my mind, their solutions already forming.

After 20 minutes, I pack everything up and put the folder in the safe. The door clicks shut, locking away the folder and its contents. A safeguard, but no system is flawless. A forgotten code, a misplaced key, or a determined person could still breach it. Locks delay, but they never guarantee security. Only vigilance and constant watchfulness fill in the gaps.

The clock above the desk ticks in a muted rhythm—40 minutes until the team rendezvous. Once the bathroom is free, there is plenty of time for a quick shower.

When I look up, Lucy has re-entered the room and is lying naked on the quilt, her body stretches across the mattress like an unspoken challenge. Her eyes burn into me, igniting something primal. The message in her body language ignites a raw surge within me, undeniable and direct.

A slow smile forms as she speaks, her voice dripping with suggestion. "Feel like giving this bed a workout?"

The room's chill brushes my skin, and discarded clothes are left in a trail behind me. Her scent—a mix of jasmine and that distinct, impossible-to-define something—pulls me in, each step erasing the space between us. I slide onto the bed next to her, hands moving over the lines of her form, sensing the throbbing of energy beneath my fingertips. Her body responds with a force beyond control, each breath drawing us deeper into this shared pulse.

Lucy’s fingers explore my chest, trailing downwards, the sensation sending sparks of electricity through my veins. A single glance and the gap narrows, seconds brimming with words neither of us needs to say. Our mouths collide, her lips answering with a heat that holds back nothing, the tenderness that promises more.

My hands move to her breasts, cupping and creasing, nipples hardening under my caress. Lucy's body presses against mine, a quiet gasp slipping from her lips, her breath hot on my skin. My mouth finds her neck, tasting the salt and jasmine that lingers there. Every shift, every sound from her sparks something primal, each touch pulling us deeper.

Fingertips dig into my back, nails biting deep, drawing me closer with undeniable urgency. Heat radiates from her as a subtle tremor passes between us. My lips glide down, teasing the surface, pausing at the hollow of her navel. My hand pauses, and a small shiver ripples through her, impossible to hide.

Then, she forces me down onto the bed, a glint of mischief in her eyes. She positions herself above me, thighs tight against my hips, her body pressing into mine in a way that leaves no space between us. Her hands trace deliberate paths over my skin, each motion slow, exact, hiding the calm intensity.

My fingers are holding her waist. The steady push and pull fuels rising friction, raw and unrelenting. Sweat beads across her skin, catching the dim light, while her hair clings to her face in tangled strands. Every move she makes radiates pleasure that pulls me in.

Movement becomes more urgent, the tempo building, a crescendo of ecstasy that is almost overwhelming. Sensing muscles tightening around me, her breath coming in short, ragged gasps. Sensations sharpen, every nerve alive, the pressure mounting with a fierce intensity.

Our movements align, pulses synchronised, drowning out anything beyond this moment. Shadows shift along the walls, moving in rhythm, caught in the pulse of our entwined forms. The room is filled with the sounds of our lovemaking: soft moans and the whisper of skin against skin.

As we reach the peak, the world fades away, and time stays motionless in a rush of sheer pleasure. Our bodies shudder, a wave of ecstasy that leaves us breathless and trembling. Her body drapes over mine, muscles twitching with the last echoes of our shared passion. The heat from her breath lands on my chest, her heart pounding in time with my rhythm.

Locked together, the raw intensity lingers, our closeness refusing to ease. The heat of our lovemaking is slowly fading. Her fingers trace patterns on my chest, and a contented sigh escapes her lips. I pull her close, and our hearts beat in unison, a silent promise of love and desire that will never fade.

After my shower, Lucy and I make our way down from our room to meet up with Simon and George. Our footsteps down the staircase echo against the wood, the creak of old floorboards marking the descent. Inside the bar, several lanterns send pools of light across the tavern's walls, casting shifting shadows that dance with the murmurs of conversation. Laughter fills the space, accompanied by the crisp clink of glasses, lending the room a rare warmth.

Simon and George, hands cradling their pints, sit tucked in a corner, their eyes scanning the room. Simon’s hand flicks in a small, deliberate gesture, a silent command that draws us over without exchanging words. The table sits near the fire, its crackling flames drawing the eye. 

The bar is a sensory feast. Hunting trophies and sepia photographs adorn the walls, remnants of stories too old to tell. The subtle mix of wood smoke and hops lingers in the air, grounding the space with an earthy aroma that evokes simpler times. Exposed beams stretch across the ceiling, grounding the space in a sense of age and history.

"About time you made an appearance," Simon jokes, the hint of a challenge in his voice as we slide into our seats.

“We needed to make ourselves presentable,” Lucy fires back, settling into the chair beside mine.

“Did that happen before you two couldn’t keep your hands off each other? In case you’re curious, yes, we caught every sound from your room,” George says, grinning like he’s won some inside joke.

“Glad you heard it. Something for you and your right hand to think about in the bathroom later!” Lucy replies.

As Lucy is absorbed in conversation, I head for the bar and return with a tray of beers, placing them on the table. George’s face eases, a smile breaking the lines of a long-held smirk.

“Well, here’s to a rare moment of calm,” he says, a hint of warmth slipping into his tone.

A slight nod acknowledges the shift as the day's tension starts to ease. "Agreed. We've more than earned this." With a raised glass, "To the fallen and the road we’re about to take. Here’s to all of us coming back intact," I reply.

Glasses rise and meet mine in a soft clink, the weight of the mission unspoken but understood — a silent pact among soldiers bound by a common goal.

Casual comments replace strategy, our focus shifting away from the intensity of what lies ahead. Simon regales us with tales of misadventures with transportation logistics, exaggerated to the point of hilarity. George makes witty remarks about his time as a dog handler with the Ministry of Defence that have us all laughing.

Ale flows, and the laughter follows. We swap stories—past missions, mishaps, and odd spots we’ve been to. The emphasis shifts to Derek; the urge to give him a bit of stick is impossible to resist.

“Bet Derek’s going to show up tomorrow with some wild story about why he’s late,” I say, grinning.

Without missing a beat, George chimes in. "Flight from St Bethanie’s will be the excuse this time, no doubt."

"That man could saunter into his own funeral, 10 minutes behind everyone else and act like it’s all part of the plan," Simon says, smiling.

A smile spreads across Lucy’s face as she raises her drink. “To Derek’s flawless timing—let’s hope he shows up before the bullets start flying.”

“To Derek.” My comment resonates, glasses meeting with knowing grins.

The night unfolds with a rhythm of stories and brief laughter, cutting through the tension that clings from the days behind us. Conversation flows as easily as that exchanged between people who’ve faced fire together, the kind of camaraderie forged in combat and tempered by survival. The room carries the unspoken significance of our history, a bond that doesn’t require words to confirm its presence. Tested through chaos, the unity built over countless missions forms an unbreakable core.

At the end of the evening, there's a pause, fleeting, a moment to exhale before stepping back into the storm. Without speaking, we rise as one, the unbroken rhythm of shared purpose guiding our steps. Leaving the bar, the hallway stretches quiet and dim, and with each stride, the coming operation looms larger in thought, pulling focus toward the tasks ahead.

Outside Lucy and my room, we gather in a loose group. Exhaustion lingering in our postures, but our resolve cuts through the weariness like steel. 

Scanning faces, "Get your heads down. We've got a busy few days ahead of us tomorrow. Breakfast at 07:00. We move forward together, with no exceptions," I say.

"Together," the response lands with the finality of a pledge, the kind of statement that doesn’t fade under pressure. 

It carries more than agreement — it’s survival itself. The unbreakable bond holds us as a team, a bond that makes us more than just a team, a unified force.

The bed offers an anchor in the shifting tides of thought. Lucy’s arm drapes over me, a grounding touch in the fleeting calm. The hum of the bar fades into the distance, replaced by the steady cadence of her breathing. Thoughts of the mission push forward, the stakes tangible, the risks inevitable. With this team, readiness isn’t a question — it’s the foundation. Whatever comes next, we’ll meet it head-on, as always.
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Chapter Three — Briefing
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With first light around 04:30, I’m already awake, reviewing the briefing again via the light filtering through the gap in the curtains—no need to disturb Lucy. Because I’m up at daft o'clock, doesn’t mean she should be.

We overlooked something earlier. Once on target, we rendezvous with Dave’s asset in Heinrichsberg. This will be an unknown, which I hate. Whatever experience the man brings, the years the team has worked together determine how we approach each mission. Make a note on the paper to get more intel on the man later today.

By the time I’d finished planning, Lucy stirs under the quilt, “What's the time, honey?” she calls out.

I glance at the alarm clock beside the bed, “It’s 05:30; we’ve got 90 minutes until breakfast.”

Now that Lucy’s up, I might as well let more light in. So I fling open the curtains, allowing the entire early morning sunlight to flood the room, before walking to the beverage-making station and turning on the kettle to make a fresh brew for us both. At the same time, Lucy heads for the shower.

Steam still lingers in the bathroom as Lucy settles beside me at the table, mug in hand. “Derek checked in yet, Steve?” she asks.

"A message came through last night — he's on his way. First flight out, landing at Heathrow in 16 hours. That puts Derek here by midday. Told him we would be waiting at the airport. So there's no need to worry about transport—we’re close enough."

“Makes sense, as we are only an hour away. Once you shower, we can head down for breakfast,” says Lucy, after sipping on her coffee.

The lobby hums with quiet activity as we cross toward the hotel restaurant. The aroma of fresh coffee and sizzling bacon draws us into the restaurant. Warm light spills through the windows, catching the edges of rustic tables and chairs and casting a golden glow that softens the sharp edges of the morning.

The waiter, a young man of sharp appearance, greets us at the entrance with a tone that is professional yet not mechanical. He gestures toward a familiar corner near the fireplace, where the same table from last night waits for us. White tablecloths drape across the surfaces, their crisp folds broken only by small vases holding fresh-cut flowers, their vibrant colours contrasting with the muted hues of the room. The subdued hum of conversations and the clink of tableware fill the space with an unhurried calm, a distinct shift from the lively energy of last night.

A pot of steaming coffee arrives at the table, the deep aroma mingling with the distinct scent of breakfast drifting in from the kitchen. The first sip anchors the moment, sharp and grounding, its warmth cutting through the lingering fatigue. The sounds of the room—the occasional scrape of cutlery, murmured exchanges, the faint rhythm of work from behind the kitchen doors—blend into a muffled symphony of routine.

Moments later, George and Simon step through the doorway, their movements precise and unhurried. George takes the seat to my right, scanning the room and settling into quiet focus. Simon slides into the chair opposite, attention dissecting the space with the sharpness of a blade, always calculating, always ready.

The silence between us isn’t uncomfortable—it’s a testament to our focus, born from years of knowing when words aren’t needed. The mission ahead looms, but for now, the coffee anchors us to this fleeting moment of stillness, a brief respite before we dive into the serious task of getting Petrov.

After a short time, “Morning, folks,” says George, glancing at the menu.

“Morning,” Simon adds, “What’s the plan for today?”

The same guy who brought my coffee earlier takes our order. Simon points to something on the card. The man peers over Simon’s shoulder and makes a note on a notepad.

"Three full English breakfasts and whatever Simon’s having," I say, gesturing toward him.

As the server vanishes, the conversation remains light; even though words are exchanged, tension simmers beneath. Minds are elsewhere, locked on the intel, mapping out every move.

Minutes later, the same person reappears with our food. The plates are stacked high with eggs, bacon, sausages, and grilled tomatoes—a proper meal for the mission ahead. Simon’s plate is only half-filled, sticking to his usual controlled intake—always measured, never indulgent. 

“Still on the kiddie servings, Simon?” I say, eying his modest meal, far from what the day demands. But that’s him through and through—light eater, even on days like this.

The corner of Simon's mouth lifts, his eyes holding a rebellious glint. “Just don’t have the stomach for a big breakfast. Besides, someone’s got to stay light on their feet, and it’s not like I require a ballooning waistline like you fat bastards.”

George snorts, stabbing a piece of sausage with a fork. “At this rate, donkey walloper, a strong wind might carry you off. Might need a sandbag to keep you from blowing away.”

A teasing tone slips from Lucy as she cuts in. “No worries, Simon. Once this mission is over, we’ll provide you with something more substantial. Maybe a teenager meal.”

After a slow sip, Simon sets his mug down before replying, “The second word is off. You fuckers try to guess the first one.”

Breakfast fades into background noise as Lucy leans forward, eyes focused. Derek’s arrival is at 11:30. 

“We hit the airport on schedule, so there is no room for delays. Intel and getting him up to speed waits until we’re back in the vehicles, away from prying ears.”

"Thought the hotel was supposed to be the meeting point... or did the green numpty change the plans?” Simon asks.

“Yes, and I agree, as we are only an hour away,” replies Lucy.

George lifts his head from the plate, fork pausing mid-movement, “Anything new on the mission?”

“Nothing since last night,” I say, glancing around the room as more people enter the restaurant, their conversations blending into the background noise.

“Once Derek’s here, we’ll go through the details. Everyone must understand the plan before returning to Guardian Security Solutions.”

With breakfast out of the way and the time only 08:30, we head back to our room until checkout time at 10:00. This gives me more time to start formulating a strategy, something I need to get straight in my head, as lives depend on me getting this right.

At 10:00 sharp, the keys land on the receptionist’s desk, exchanged for a polite acknowledgement. The air outside carries the crisp edge of an impending storm, its chill cutting through the morning stillness. Lucy slides into the driver’s seat of the lead car beside me while Simon and George settle into the second car behind us.

The motorway stretches ahead, a muted ribbon of grey slicing through the dull light of the overcast sky. Raindrops streak the windshield, blurring the flashes of blue and white from road signs that whip past. The hum of the engine merges with the steady pulse of tyres on wet tarmac, creating a soundscape as mechanical as the operation ahead. 

While Lucy drives, I take the time for mission prep, which is more than strategy; it’s mental discipline, rehearsing every step, running contingencies, and holding the tension until the moment of action. The plan unfolds in my mind, layer by layer, each phase building toward the payoff. Stakes don’t come down to money—they’re about lives, choices, and the unknown variables waiting to throw everything off course. This mission is not just another task; it's a matter of life and death.

The rearview mirror reflects the steady presence of the second car. Unwavering headlights cut through the drizzle, their rhythm matching ours like an unspoken signal of unity. The countryside dissolves into the grey horizon as Heathrow emerges—a looming structure, industrial and alive, its presence a reminder of the controlled chaos within. 

Following the signs for parking, Lucy turns into the short-stay parking. After finding two available spaces the engine is shut off, a welcome silence after the motorway’s ceaseless drone.

The terminal looms ahead, bustling with activity and a sea of people moving with intent. The arrival hall is a vast expanse of polished floors and high ceilings, filled with the hum of conversation and the occasional announcement over the PA system. People mill about, their eyes fixed on the sliding doors where weary passengers emerge from customs.

Finding a spot near the rear that gives us a clear view of people arriving and control over our surroundings, Lucy is at my side, eyes sharp on the crowd. George and Simon are off to the right.

"Any sign of Derek?" Simon asks, eyes scanning the hall.

“Not yet,” George snaps, frustration creeping into his voice.

Minutes feel like an eternity, ticking away until Derek comes into sight, steady in presence despite the fatigue clinging to him. 

With a stupid grin, George advances, the faint trace of amusement flickering across his expression. 

"About time you showed up, you green numpty. Aren’t you taking this first in, last out a little too far? You’re getting real good at this,” George says with a smirk. “Might as well call you an American—always late to the fight.”

With a chuckle, Derek meets George’s gaze. “Good to see you too, George, you fat bastard. Shouldn’t you be doing the royal guard routine in a sentry box?”

"Excuses, excuses," Simon quips, slapping Derek on the back of the head.

It's time to get moving. We've got work to do," I say, leading the way to the door.

The urgency of our mission is now taking effect, as we have the entire team together, except for the contact in Heinrichsberg. The drive gives me time to brief Derek on everything before we reach Guardian Security Solutions.

With Lucy driving, I spin around to face Derek. "Here’s the situation: Dr Ivan Petrov has been researching old military weapons from World War Two. The artefact’s whereabouts were lost to history until he uncovered critical intel, which is now sealed in his head. From our intel, no one else knows the location. A criminal organisation in Heinrichsberg, East Germany, is holding Petrov. We remove him first, grab Petrov, then lock down the relic.”

Information slots into place as
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