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Cold War

Chapter One – Klempner
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With bad news to deliver to the women, I’m keen to talk with Jenny, but James and Michael are monopolising the screen time with her.

I get that they all want some personal contact...

Mitch...

... but there are more important considerations.

The pair sit together, hunched over a laptop screen as they talk quietly with her. Michael’s worrying about the new baby, my new grandson...

?

Harry?

Yes, Harry...

... and seems to need constant reassurance he’s well.

“He’s okay?” he asks. “Everything’s alright over there? He’s feeding well and...”

Jenny’s shifted into reassurance mode but is interrupted by Cara, babbling infant-talk I don’t understand. But my granddaughter sounds cheerful enough until she in her turn is interrupted by what sounds like the Haswell kid.

Screams and indignation follow.

God save us...

“When you two have done there,” I say, “I need a word with her.”

Michael speaks back over his shoulder. “We know. Just give us a couple of minutes.” James casts a look of irritation toward me before the pair turn back to the screen.

I’m tempted to overrule them and take over, but then I hear Michael’s words. “Look... about the threat from de Palo, there’s something we need to tell you...”

I suppose delivering the bad news to Jenny, that Angelina almost certainly knows where they are, will probably come better from them than me.

Should I tell Mitch directly?

Or let it come to her from Jenny?

James is speaking, his tone more gentle than I generally associate with him. “We’re coming over to join you. We’re already making the arrangements. We’ve had some... worrying... news.”

The sudden tension in Jenny’s reply cuts at me. “News? What news?”

Mancini’s cousin...

Will he help? Send men?

How long to get from Chicago to the Canary Islands?

Too fucking long...

The change in James’ tone of voice penetrates. Sharp. Abrasive almost. “What's that noise?”

Reflexively, I look up and around, then realise he’s still talking into the laptop...

... And the noise he’s asking about is coming from the laptop.

A low level thudding. A rhythmic, chopping sound.

Helicopter...

Fuck!

Michael yells. “Klempner!” But I’m already moving, shoving up behind the two men to see as the rhythmic grind of the approaching copter grows louder by the moment. More intense. More threatening.

On the screen, Jenny’s looking up and around, trying to rise from her seat, but is hampered with Cara on her lap. The sound increases, bringing the rush of air...

“What the hell’s happening? Jenny? Jenny!” 

A wall of air slams above them, carrying a shattering blast. The laptop image vibrates as plasterwork drops, dust billowing...

James and Michael speak over each other, close to panic. “Charlotte! What is it? Is anyone hurt?”

“Babe? For Christ’s sake, Babe... Talk to us.”

But Jenny’s trying to calm Cara, struggling against her, and screaming a small child’s panic.

From somewhere off-screen, Georgie’s yell. “We’re under attack!” 

And the screen goes dead. A lifeless slate. 

For a frozen moment, no one moves...

... then everyone moves at once.

Michael punches up from his seat like he’s on steroids. James jabs at the keyboard, cursing as he tries to reconnect. “Charlotte? Charlotte! For Christ’s sake...”

“She’s gone,” I snap. “The connections been shot down. James, get our communications together. It needs to be mobile and operate by satellite link independent of any land-based services. Build in that we’ll be crossing continental distances and we still need connectivity.”

Grey-faced, he scrubs hands through his hair. “What’s my timescale?”

“We leave in...”

Jesus...

I palm my neck, as though I could supercharge my brain that way.

“... three hours. Anything we don’t have by then, we do without and improvise.”

Grim, silent, James nods and jabs at his laptop, fingers dancing the keyboard tango with instructions of some kind.

“Hickman...” I stab a finger his way. “... Call Caproni. Tell him we need immediate assistance...”

A mobile pressed to his ear, he spreads a palm toward me. “Already on it.” Muttering, he follows James out.

“Michael, you work with Hickman to get supplies and kit together for as many men as we can pull together.”

“Do we know how many that will be?”

“Ask Caproni. Where’s Haswell?”

My question is answered by the door slamming open. Haswell bursts into the room at a run, Ross right behind him, Francis hovering, hands wringing. “I’m here. What do you need from me?”

“Money. And right now. For the equipment and favours I have to call in, I need to back them up with hard cash and I don’t have the time to draw down the amounts needed. How are you on immediately available funds?”

Haswell throws up his hands. “Just tell me where it needs sending. I can get it anywhere you need to in the time it takes to put the instruction through the keyboard.”

He swings and points. “Ross, get down to City Fidelity Bank. You’ll be picking up ready cash in American dollars...” He pauses, pressing a finger to his lips. “... and British pounds too... in case we need to lay out anything while we’re on the move.” He rolls eyes my way. “If we need it, bribes might get us higher up the authority ladder.”

“Good thinking,” I say. “I’ll make a criminal of you yet. How much cash?”

“Um... A million?” Haswell flashes me an uncertain look. “Will that be enough?”

Will it?

I find myself thinking aloud. “We’re dealing with Morocco and the Western Sahara as the nearest mainland take-off points. Some of the places we’re going to pass through, you’d probably buy the airstrip, the town and everything in it with that much. Yes, that will do.”

Haswell, with Ross in tow, strides out, calling over his shoulder. “Francis, with me. I need you to call Borje.”
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Chapter Two – Michael
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As we pack, arrange and collect our equipment, James broods.

No. He seethes.

Klempner stows kit into various pockets then, reaching behind himself, takes out the knife he keeps down the back of his pants, testing the edge. He eyes James. “What’s wrong with you?”

“You know what the fuck’s wrong. You’re all involved in the fighting. I can’t fight effectively with this leg. What’s my role in all this?”

“Exactly what it was before, James. I need you to set up our communications. The very first action of the enemy was to cut off our connection. Your task...” He aims a hand at James then, appearing to realise he’s still holding the knife, he puts it down. “... is to reconnect us. I don’t care how you do it. But you ensure we can talk to each other.”

James brightens. “I can do that.” He scratches into his scalp. “I’ll get the portable kit for a satellite connection. If it’s possible to drop me at some spot where I’ve got the line of sight for the satellite, and for the rest of you, I can...”

“I don’t need your explanations,” snaps Klempner. “Do what’s needed and let me know if you want anything from me.”

James claps and rubs hands together. “Great. I need terrain maps and...”

“Save it. Just get on with it.”

“On it...” Now James’ stare goes vacant. “Maybe I could jam their signals...”

Klempner arches brows. “Maybe you could. Let me know.”

“The problem is of course...” James paces a small circle. “... that if we rely on the same satellite connection, it would jam us too. If I could target the up-link...”

“Save me the geek-talk. I’ll leave you to think about it.”

Klempner pats chest and pockets in a watch-wallet-spectacles-testicles kind of manner, pauses, then recovers his knife and slips it back into its spot down the back of his pants.

“You sheath that knife,” says Richard, “the way most men would fit cufflinks.”

Klempner cocks a brow. “And as with most who take the trouble to wear cufflinks, I wouldn’t feel dressed without it.”
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Chapter Three – Georgie

[image: ]


The dead of the night. Nothing moves louder than the rustle of the wind. But the light breeze carries the scents of burning oil and gunpowder.

Huddled in the shelter of our cave, hoarding our precious electricity, a bank of car batteries, we keep the light to a bare glimmer, a single child’s night-light, shielded from the entrance, just in case. The wickerwork ‘door’ protecting our cave entrance is a mass of slits. A brighter light could be seen. I sit beside it, watching through the gaps, but in the dark of the night, nothing moves save for the sway of the palms in the breeze.

Charlotte, Katya and Beth each took a turn overnight to come to the cave, to reassure the children they were unhurt. But a bare five-minute visit was all they would spare, returning to the beach to watch for any incoming attack.

Mitch rocks Harry, Vicky in her travel cot close by.  Isabella comforts Adam, his head on her lap, sleeping fitfully.

Theo and Ethan sit with Olivia between them. Their little sister too, is restless as she sleeps, mewling occasionally. A nightmare maybe. Theo tightens an arm around her. The younger boy seems struck dumb.

Cara snuggles close to me but doesn’t sleep. I stroke her, finger-combing her hair, or trying to, fingers snagging in the spiky mop.

“Where’s Mommy?” she murmurs.

“Mommy’s very busy,” I say. “She’s got things to do. Important things to do.”

“Bad mans come again? Mommy bashes the bad mans?”

“That’s right,” I say. “Mommy’s giving them a good bashing.” I peer out again, but there’s nothing to see.

“Mommy's fighting the bad men,” says Mitch. “Keeping us safe. And Aunty Katya’s helping. And Aunty Beth.” She’s trying to inject confidence into her voice, but her hand creeps to the pistol tucked into her belt.

Cara’s lip trembles, but she’s not crying. “Daddy,” she whimpers. “Want Daddy. An Nunky Jammy n Grandy K.”

Mitch passes Harry to Isabella and beckons Cara, then as she toddles across, holding the little girl’s face to her chest. “They're coming, Sweetie. They're coming.”

“When will they get here?” asks Theo, truculent and sulky.

“They’ll be here soon as they can. I’m sure they’re on their way now.”

Harry wakes, squirming and complaining. Mitch tries to detach herself from Cara, but the little girl clings. 

“Isabella, if you can feed him and change Harry,” says Mitch, “he might go back to sleep.”

Isabella’s voice is shaky. “I’ll try.” Reaching for Harry’s bottle, she injects some cheer into her tone, chatting to Cara. “Your mommy's very brave, isn't she. And Aunty Beth. And Aunty Katya.”

Eyes like saucers, dumbly, Cara nods. Isabella keeps talking. “I wish I was as brave as your mommy. I bet she's shown you how to be brave. They’ve told me how brave you were when the bad men came before. You can show me and Olivia how to be brave. Will you do that?”

Saucers turn into dinner-plates, but again, Cara nods. Bottom lip trembling, “Why bad mans wanna hurt Mommy?”
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Chapter Four – James
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Klempner stares into nothing, plucking at his lower lip.

“Morocco and the Western Sahara?” says Michael. “We don’t take a direct flight? With the women and children, they just...” 

Klempner cuts him short, his apparent patience fraying. “There were no time constraints with the women. They could take as long as they needed to get where they were going. To the rest of the world, it was just a family holiday. This isn’t some family excursion to see the sights and eat fancy food.”

Heat flushes up Michael’s neck then spots at his cheeks...

Completely fucking obvious...

... and he raises appeasing palms. “I suppose that’s why you’re the ex-mercenary and we’re just following your lead.”

Klempner snorts. “No ‘ex’ about it apparently. It seems I’m coming out of retirement.”

“Couldn’t choose a better time.” Still keying in to check inventory for the equipment I need, I tap and talk. “So, what route do we take?”

Klempner gives me a slow look, then, “Do you have a world map handy?”

“Sure. Just a sec.” I pull up a mapping app, then click to project the image onto the wall screen, zooming in on the Canary Islands.

“Pull out again,” says Klempner, moving to stand next to the screen. “Include North Africa and into Europe.”

As the image draws out, he taps a finger on our destination. “To get to the Canaries and Las Brisas, we’re going to have to transport a squad of heavily armed men over a variety of international borders...” He swings a look between us. “... without being checked over by well-meaning officials. And we have to do it fast.”

Tracing over the map with a fingertip, he illustrates his words, tapping at Madrid, Barcelona, and Lisbon... “So, we can’t use any of the obvious international airports.” ... then gestures up to where the UK is off the edge of the map. “We’d be stopped and probably arrested the first time we touched down. That means instead...” He pauses, considering the map... 

... then takes a breath. “We’ll hop the African coastline, refuelling on minor airfields, then at the closest point we can manage, cross to the Canaries and Las Brisas...”

He pauses as Richard re-enters. “Done. Ross is on his way to collect the cash.”

“Good,” says Klempner. “And good timing too. Haswell, I need you to arrange a private jet flight to Casablanca. Talk to your CEO cronies or whoever else can pull it off for us...” Richard’s mouth opens, shuts, then opens again as he silently mouths, Casablanca?

Klempner doesn’t even pause speaking. “... From there, we take sea plane or helicopter, depending on what I can get hold of at such short notice. Again, we can’t take a direct flight. We won’t have the range to cut directly from the mainland. So, from Casablanca, we fly south following the coastline, refuel. Then we cut across to Las Brisas.”

“Casablanca?” says Michael? “Why there?”

Klempner wears an expression of fraying patience. “Casablanca rubs shoulders enough with the modern western world to have the kind of transport we need. It’s close enough to the Canaries that a small private transport, or maybe more than one, will get us where we need to go. Also, I have... contacts... in Morocco and the surrounding region.” He clicks his tongue. “At least, I used to have. I’m hoping they’re still in business.”

“Contacts? You mean from...” Michael’s words dry up.

“Yes, contacts. From my days of gun-running and...” And now Klempner dries up. He looks away, scratching behind his neck before reaching for his mobile.

From his days in the slave trade...

“You’re looking for help from the officials you used to bribe?” asks Michael. “But... I thought slavery had been suppressed in Morocco?”

Klempner snorts, eyes rising to meet us as he scrolls through his contacts. “Check your facts. What the law says and what happens on the ground are two different things.” He shakes his head in irritation, lifting the cell to his ear. “Now, leave me alone. I have calls to make and we don’t have time for chat.”

He jabs a finger at Richard. “You. Go grease whatever palms you need to get us transport to Morocco. Whatever it is, it needs to be big enough for a direct flight. We don’t want delays or complications from having to touch down and refuel. Ideally, we don’t want anyone checking the luggage as we board.”

“I’m on it now.” Richard blows air. “I’ll see what I can do about the last part.”

Fishing in a pocket for his phone, he turns for the door, then halts again as Klempner speaks again. “And Haswell, try to get something that can keep us internet-connected while we're in the air.”

Richard stares, points a finger at him, then leaves, once more reaching for his cell phone.

*****
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Michael scans my printed list of equipment. “It should all be boxed up and waiting for you,” I say. “Check it off to see it’s all there. Tag me if anything’s missing.” He strides out, heading for Stores.

Richard strides back in. “Klempner. Got your flight to Casablanca agreed. City Airport. Three hours’ time.”

Klempner blows out his cheeks. “Good. That’s one part of the jigsaw in place.”

“How’s the next part coming along?” He casts a look at where Hickman is stacking cardboard boxes of ammunition next to a stack of the weaponry that will fire it. Beside him, Borje is packing into a large medical bag. Phials and syringes. Bandages, dressings and rolls of cotton. Tubes of gel and ointment. Scalpels and scissors. Tweezers, thermometer and tourniquets. He ticks off from a list as he works.

“My contact in Morocco claims he can get us two Sikorsky S-70s, including pilots.” He cocks his head. Clicks his tongue. “I’ll find out soon if he can make good on that.”

“You don’t believe him?”

Klempner rocks a spread hand. “Let’s say that equipment of that sort can turn up in odd places. It’s a US model, but there’s variations available in Argentina, Turkey, Colombia, Mexico. Some were sold to Saudi Arabia. I’m not aware of sales to Morocco.”

“But...?”

“But, if you have an arms industry, the weapons will tend to be found in the hands of those who can pay for them. If my contact says he can get them, I’m inclined to believe him.” He shakes his head in irritation. “I don’t give a shit. So long as we get the transport we need.”

“So, assuming they’re genuine, how many can they carry?”

“Capacity for fifteen or sixteen each...” Klempner rocks the hand again. “... including the pilot.”

“And the rest?”

“When we arrive in Casablanca, we’ll have transport, extra arms and equipment waiting. There could even be some men for us. A flight plan will have been filed and I’ve paid so we’ll be rubber-stamped as we go through.”

Richard looks bemused. “Dare I ask how much that cost?”

Klempner huffs. “Don’t. But I’ve only paid half up-front. The rest later when I’ve checked that our transport is as described.”

“And the arms and equipment?”

Klempner grins a shark grin. 

Richard sighs. “I take it you had that stashed from your previous... endeavours... in Africa.”

Klempner grins wider. “Yes, but I’ve asked Hassan to provide some specialist equipment if he can acquire it in the time.”

“What sort of specialist equipment?” asks Michael.

“Whatever he can get hold of that can handle helicopters. We know we have at least one to deal with.”

“And who are these extra men?” asks Michael.

“Pro-fighters looking to earn a living.”

“You mean mercenaries.”

“Of course, fucking mercenaries.” Klempner speaks past the thumbnail he’s clicking against his teeth. “We need fighters. And we’ve only got so much capacity.”

“What about Mancini’s men?” I ask.

“They’re in Chicago. Way too far away...” He sucks at his teeth. “... But nicely local to give Angelina a headache while the cat’s away.”

Hickman, silent so far, nods agreement. “How are we organising, sir? The teams?”

“We’ll settle that once we’re on our way. For now, the clock’s ticking. Get ready to leave. James, can you get me an internet connection while we're in the air in the choppers?”

“Ummm... Depends on the equipment I can get in the time. We’ll be away from transmitters and it’s not easy to get a satellite lock while moving and...”

“You've got two hours. See what you can do.” Klempner pauses as though waiting for agreement, then his gaze drops to my hands.

I’d not realised I’m trembling. My fingers still poised over the keyboard, the cursor dodges this way and that. Whipping my hands away, I fold them onto my lap.

“We’ve had this discussion before,” says Klempner. He doesn’t sound unsympathetic. “You and I. Try to go cold. We’re no good to any of them if we can’t think straight. Save the adrenaline for the action.”

He turns to Borje, muttering to himself as he works his way through his medical bag. “Do you have everything you need? You could be dealing with anything from sprained ankles to gunshot wounds.”

The silver-blond man looks up from an inspection of splints and swabs. “Everything I can pack into a mobile emergency kit. But depending on what happens over there, I may need an assistant.”

“I anticipated that,” says Klempner. “Which is why you’ll be attached to my team. Along with Michael. You can call on him if you need help. He’s the best qualified of the people we have.”

Borje nods then cocks up an eye. “How much medical training do you have?”

Michael bumps shoulders. “Just first-aider level and what I've picked up over time. I’m no expert.”

“Can you apply a tourniquet? Dress a wound?”

“Oh, yes.” The pair move close, talking quietly, then Borje works once more through the bag contents, touching one item after another, this time talking Michael through the contents.

Klempner watches them for a moment, then apparently satisfied, turns to Richard. “Haswell. For you.” Grabbing him by the wrist, he slaps the pistol into his hand and curls his fingers around it. “Glock
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