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When I woke up, I had no idea where I was.

For a moment I thought that everything that had happened must have been a strange dream, but then the previous day caught up with me. I ran my fingers through my sand-coloured hair and a mixed sensation of guilt, disbelief, and satisfaction rushed through me.

I can’t believe it, I thought to myself slowly, which neatly summed up the entire situation.

Sophie was probably already awake, because the bed next to me was empty, so I got up and dressed quickly.

“If we don’t hurry, we’re going to be late to the office,” I mumbled to myself while I tied my striped tie.

I never overslept and I hadn’t been late to anything in my entire life, except once to a sport day in sixth grade–but that hadn’t been my fault!

What on earth should I tell Mr Meyer if we are late? I wondered and tried to come up with various explanations that sounded believable, before I decided to blame the traffic.

After all, it seemed like the most plausible scenario, and that was the excuse that everyone else used at the office, whether they were five minutes late to a meeting or arrived an hour late to work with messy hair that told everyone that they just got out of bed.

“Sophie?” I called out as I left the bedroom. “I think we’d better hurry up unless we want to be late to the office.”

I thought I heard voices from the kitchen, but as I stepped into the room, I realised that the sound came from a chubby pastel blue retro-looking radio next to the toaster on the counter.

“The headlines for this morning on BBC News: The threat level to the UK from international terrorism was raised to ‘Critical’ this morning by the British police. Here is Chris Wright with the latest report, over to you Chris, from the studio…”

I didn’t listen to the rest of the news, although it was important to keep up to date with the state of the world, it was always the same gloom and doom report. Terrorism, climate change, politics. Pick your poison.

“Sophie? Eh… Miss Robinson?” I cleared my throat. “Hello?”

“Cadbury?” Pago replied hopefully from his metal cage and peered at me with black calculating eyes before he scratched himself thoroughly with a scaly claw behind his feathered neck.

I thought Sophie was in the bathroom, but the white door to the bathroom was slightly ajar, and no one was there.

It took me a moment to realise the depressing truth: the flat was empty.

Of course, I thought and swallowed down the rest of my bitter thoughts.

Sophie had left without a word early in the morning. No doubt I would find a set of spare keys and a cold note next to the tea kettle or somewhere else in the sparely furnished flat.

She’s probably already at her desk at the office, regretting everything from last night, I concluded with a sinking feeling. After all, incredibly sexy and attractive secretaries didn’t usually take home boring accountants and tie them up in bed…

It doesn’t matter, I told myself and firmly pushed down my feelings before they threatened to suffocate me.

I straightened my back and lifted the dome-shaped bird cage abruptly before I steered my feet towards the front door. I couldn’t stand being in the flat for a second longer.

“MAN OVERBOARD!” Pago shrieked in protest and fluttered his wings.

“Oh, shut up, you stupid bird!” I muttered between clenched teeth.

However, I didn’t get far, because just as I was about to press down the door handle and leave, the door suddenly opened.

“Oh, you’re up already, James?” Sophie gave me a sunny smile. “I didn’t want to wake you up, so I popped down to the corner shop to get some breakfast for us.”

I cleared my throat. “Eh, I see.”

“Are you leaving?” An expression that I couldn’t quite decipher crossed her face, and her smooth forehead creased.

“What? No, I was just… moving Pago’s cage,” I replied quickly. “It was in the way in the kitchen.”

“Really?” She arched a perfect eyebrow.

“Well, no,” I admitted and cleared my throat again. “To be honest, I thought that you had left…”

“What, without a note or anything?” Sophie commented with a small smile. “That sounds awfully rude.”

“Never mind,” I mumbled and firmly decided to change the subject before I got out on thin ice or made a fool out of myself. “What did you buy for breakfast? I’m starving.”

I usually didn’t have much of an appetite in the morning, and normally I would only have yogurt and a cup of tea for breakfast, but today I was ravenous. My stomach growled quietly, and I realised that for once I would be more than happy to eat a full English breakfast if I had the opportunity.

I’ll tell Mr Meyer that I’ve been to the dentist if he asks why I’m late, I decided while I followed Sophie to the kitchen.

I usually never broke my principles regarding being on time, but today felt like a valid exception. Especially regarding the previous evening’s various adventures, including losing my precious vinyl collection, which had taken years to complete, and hot bondage sex.

The kitchen was typical for a London flat and therefore too small for two people, but Sophie solved it by making the breakfast and letting me set the table. After ten minutes we sat down at the round kitchen table to eat. Plates of bacon, eggs, steaming hot baked beans, hash browns, and golden toast beckoned me, and I was more than happy to serve myself.

“There is… something that I should tell you,” Sophie said slowly once we’d finished eating. She paused for a moment. “Before I begin, I want you to know that I don’t expect you to believe me, but I want to be honest with you.”

“Okay,” I said and frowned while I went through various scenarios in my head and tried to guess her next comment.

I can read your thoughts. Or I’m an alien species. Or I know what you’ve been doing, why you hardly sleep, why you live alone, and why night after night, you sit by your computer…

Wait, where did that last comment come from? I shook my head at myself. My bet was on the alien-species scenario–after all, it seemed the most likely!

But I was wrong.

“The truth is,” Sophie said, “that I didn’t get the job at the office because I was the best secretary they could find.”

“Okay,” I said slowly.

I didn’t understand what she meant. Sophie was a highly effective secretary, after all. My scheduled meetings had never been smoother, and she was amazingly fast at typing.

“I got this job thanks to forgery and a little bit of computer hacking,” she said. “I sent in my CV together with everyone else who applied for the job, but I hacked into the HR system and removed all the applicants who had better qualifications than me.”

“What?” I raised my eyebrow in surprise. “Is that… is that even legal?”

“Not quite,” Sophie admitted and looked away.

“Why did you do that?”

Sure, getting a job in the city could be harsh, and there was a stiff competition for work, but hacking and erasing other people’s CVs sounded a little bit… extreme?

“I wanted to get this job so that I could investigate certain people who work in your department.”

“Excuse me?” I said with a frown.

Nothing made any sense.

“I’m a spy.”

“A spy?” I repeated and my jaw dropped. “Are you… are you with the police?”

“No.” Sophie shook her head. “I work as a spy to investigate a terrorist network that we’ve been keeping an eye on for quite some time.”

My eyebrows tried to climb up and join my hairline of their own accord.

A spy? I thought before I closed my mouth with a snap. My new secretary is a spy?

I tried to envision Sophie in a tight black outfit, ready to dodge sweeping laser beams, but my mind refused to collaborate.

“I see,” I said weakly and automatically walked over to the kitchen and turned on the kettle. Her comment most certainly demanded more strong English breakfast tea. Possibly an ocean of it.

I tried to make sense of her comment, but it felt as outlandish as if she had proclaimed that she was an alien species. Maybe I would choke on my toasted bread and a blood-covered alien with small nasty teeth would burst out of my chest. I sat down at the table again, and to be on the safe side, I carefully pushed my plate with a half-eaten piece of toast to the side.

“I don’t understand,” I said.

“We’ve reason to believe that someone in your department is collaborating with a group of known terrorists and they’re planning an attack very soon.”

I stared at her, not believing my ears.

“Are you saying that someone from the office is planning a terrorist attack on Buckingham Palace or 10 Downing Street,” I said slowly while my brain desperately tried to catch up.

“Exactly.” She nodded. “We don’t know where they’ll strike or when, but I need your help… Will you help me, James?”

“Y-yes, of course,” I said and cleared my throat. It was impossible to refuse her. “I’ll do anything I can to help you.”

However, I didn’t entirely believe her. Not because I thought that she was deliberately lying, but silently I wondered if she was a little bit confused. She didn’t seem like the general delusional conspiracy theorists, but then again they couldn’t all be chubby white males, could they?

Then again, I had found her snooping around outside Mr Meyer’s door at the office the previous day.

“I can’t tell you everything because it’s classified,” Sophie said and sipped her tea. “All I can say is that I work for the British government. A couple of weeks ago we got intel about someone in your department who has been sending and receiving emails that are highly encrypted to one of our contacts we’re surveying.”

Intel? Encryption? Contacts? My mind tried to make sense of it all, with little success.

“I see,” I mumbled.

“We traced the email and could identify the IP address as one of the servers in your department, but the person is using a proxy, so we don’t know who it is.”

“So it could be anyone at work?”

“No, it has to be one of the senior accountants or your boss,” Sophie replied before she added, “And I know it isn’t you or me.”

“How can you know that?”

“Because I searched through your computer, and because someone is after you. Your car key was rigged to set off the explosion in your car.”

“You searched through my computer?” I repeated weakly. “How did you know that my car key was rigged?”

“It’s my job,” she said matter-of-factly.

“Your job?” I started to feel like Pago the way I was repeating myself.

“Yes.”

“I still don’t understand,” I said slowly. “Why would people come after me?”

“I don’t know exactly, but I think that you have something they want,” Sophie replied. “Has someone given you something during the last week? Have you received any package with the post? Or has anything out of the ordinary happened?”

“No.” I shook my head. The kettle whistled and I made a new mug of English breakfast tea.

“Are you sure?”

“Well, nothing except…” I trailed off.

“Yes?”

“It’s probably not important,” I said and paused. “Mike asked me to run an errand for Mr Meyer the other day. It was his nephew’s birthday or something like that, and I picked up a children’s book from a small secondhand shop.”

Sophie froze in mid-motion and went utterly still.

“Say that again,” she ordered me. “Tell me exactly what happened.”

I quickly told her about how Mike had caught up with me in the corridor after my meeting with Mr Meyer and how I had been sent on an errand.

“Hm,” Sophie said and bit her lower lip thoughtfully, which I found highly distracting and a little bit erotic. “Mike could have been lying. We don’t really know if he spoke to Mr Meyer or not…”

“But why would a children’s book be important?”

“I think they’re going to use it for coded messages,” Sophie said. “A book code is virtually unbreakable, and if they’re planning an imminent attack, it would be smart to go off the grid.”

“It doesn’t make sense,” I said and shook my head. “If this book was so significant, why would they send me to collect it?”

“These are very dangerous people, James.” She looked at me, and her green eyes grew serious. “Most likely, you were sent to pick up the package because someone didn’t want to risk their own skin. You don’t know anything, and you’re nothing to them. You’re dispensable, and you could easily have been killed.”

“I see,” I said and swallowed hard.

All of a sudden, the strange incident at the bookshop made perfect sense. The bookshop’s assistant had been visibly nervous for no apparent reason, and he had been acting odd.

But would he really have tried to kill me? I wondered. It sounded implausible, but then again–

BEEP! Sophie’s mobile phone made a loud noise that made me flinch in surprise, and my tea sloshed over the edge of the mug and scalded my fingers.

Her mobile phone continued to bleep loudly in a combination of short and long beeps that sounded like Morse code. Sophie stared at the phone as if it had turned into a poisonous snake, and all the blood drained from her face.

“Fuck,” she whispered and rose quickly from the table.

“We have to get out of here!” Sophie said over her shoulder.

“Why? What’s happening?”

“We’re leaving, right now!” Her wide eyes met mine. “Trust me, I’ll explain everything later!”

She quickly grabbed her coat and handbag on the way out. At the last moment I remembered to bring Pago before we left the flat in a hurry.

“MAYDAY! MAYDAY!” Pago protested vigorously in his cage as I ran after Sophie.

We dashed down the staircases, but instead of leaving through the front door to the building, as I had assumed, Sophie led me down to the basement. She opened a heavy metal door, and I followed her along a narrow brick corridor with a low ceiling that was sparsely lit by naked bulbs in the ceiling. Dust swirled in the air. It tickled my nose and I sneezed.

“Where are we going?” I asked and sneezed again.

“I’ll explain later.” Sophie unlocked another metal door with flaking blue paint and heaved it open.

How can she know where she’s going? I wondered. The network of corridors was an old treacherous labyrinth with unexpected twists and turns; it reminded me of air-raid shelters from the Second World War. Who are we running from?

After at least ten minutes of running through a maze of corridors and doors, we climbed a concrete staircase. Sophie paused for a moment to listen at the door. I held my breath and leaned closer. My heart beat rapidly in my chest as I listened, but all I heard was the muffled noise of people walking by and talking indistinctly to each other.

“It’s clear,” she said and opened the door.

“Where are we?” I panted.

I was out of breath from the running, and my sand-coloured hair was covered with sticky cobwebs, which I tried to remove the best I could.

“We’re at a Waitrose garage,” she said. “I’ve a car here for emergencies.”

“Emergencies?” I replied, more than a little bit confused. “You knew this was going to happen?”

Sophie closed the door behind us and strolled across the underground car park as if she had just remembered that she had left her grocery shopping list in her car. I stumbled after her–significantly less gracefully!–with Pago’s cage.

“No, but I always have a backup plan,” she mumbled, almost to herself. “Come on, we don’t have much time.”

The garage was half empty. Some people were leaving their cars, while some well-organised people had finished their early morning grocery shopping and were packing their shopping bags into the boots of posh Land Rovers.

“Wait here,” Sophie told me and aimed her phone towards a white, anonymous Fiat.

The car must have been parked at the garage for quite some time, I concluded, because it was covered with a thin layer of dust, and someone had written “Please clean me!” diagonally across the rear window. Underneath, someone else had added “I wish my girlfriend were this dirty!”

“What are you doing?” I asked with a frown. It looked like she was filming her car, but it didn’t make any sense.

“I’m checking the car for bombs or other explosives.”

What? I wanted to scream, but instead I swallowed hard.

“I see,” I said as calmly as I could muster.

Two minutes later, which must have been the longest in my life, Sophie lowered her phone.

“All clear,” she said. “Let’s go!”

Without waiting for my reply, she got into the car and threw her handbag in the back seat. I wriggled down in the passenger seat with Pago’s large metal cage uncomfortably on my lap. Immediately I wished I had placed the cage in the back or–even better!–left Pago in the garage, waiting for some poor soul who would adopt him.

“TWIX!” Pago shrieked as we drove off.

Sophie reversed and drove calmly towards the exit and we left the garage.

“I don’t think anyone is following us,” she said and checked the rear-view mirror.

“Who would follow us? And why? And what did that mobile phone signal mean?” I asked the three top questions–out of a thousand unanswered questions!–that zoomed around in my head like a swarm of hyperactive genetically modified bumblebees.

“I have an automatic system set up to warn me if someone is coming after me,” Sophie explained before she added, “It isn’t as sophisticated as it sounds, but it means that my phone will alert me when something is happening.”

“Was it Morse code?”

“Of a kind.”

“What did it say?”

Sophie kept her eyes sternly on the rainy road. Her shoulders grew stiff and her sensual lips turned into a thin line.

“It means that someone knows my true identity and they’re after me.” She went quiet for a while before she added, “They want to kill me.”

“I-I see…” I trailed off weakly. There wasn’t anything else to say, I concluded and stared out the rain-splattered window as London’s suburbs flashed by. The only sound was the windscreen wipers that moved rhythmically from side to side. “So what will happen now?”

“It depends–” Sophie began to say.

A motorcyclist drove up in front of us at a maddening speed from out of nowhere! The motorbike rider was dressed in black leather from head to toe and had a helmet with a smoke-coloured tinted visor.

I never had time to react before the motorcyclist raised a gun and pointed it towards us. I stared stupidly at it, unable to comprehend what I was seeing. The black submachine gun looked vaguely unreal, like something that had been imported from a computer game instead of belonging to this reality.

“I–” I started to say, but Sophie reacted much faster.

“Get down!” She grabbed my neck with iron fingers and pushed me forward. I bashed my eyebrow into Pago’s cage and hit my nose against my own knee.

“MAN OVERBOARD!” Pago shrieked in protest.

Sophie wriggled down in her car seat as far as she could, but so that she could still peer over the dashboard.

Prfu-prfu-pfru!

A smattering of bullets hit the car. The noise was like a hammer drill, and it took me a moment before I realised what it was.

“Someone is shooting at us!” I shouted for no particular reason except stating the bleeding obvious.

“MAYDAY! MAYDAY!” Pago shrieked and fluttered around in his cage in panic.

Several bullets hit the car windows, and the passenger window shattered into a thousand pieces that rained down over me.

Sophie swore loudly and the car swayed dangerously from side to side, which resulted in an orchestra of angry honks from other cars.

“Hold on!” Sophie cried out.

My stomach lurched as she floored it. The car made a metallic, strangled noise as it propelled forward like a mad pony that suddenly got stung by an angry wasp.

But the motorcyclist didn’t give up that easily, and a moment later the car was hit by a new set of bullets on the other side of the car.

How the hell did they manage to get on that side so quickly? I threw a quick glance through the broken window, and my question was instantly solved.

“There are two of them!”

Prfu-prfu-pfru!

A new series of bullets made me duck down again. Pago shrieked like an air siren, which would make my ears ring for days afterwards.

“Damnit!” Sophie said as the car began to hobble in an alarming manner. “They got one of the tires!”

We’re going to die! My heart was beating so fast it hurt.

“Hold on to something!” Sophie said and turned sharply.

We crashed through a metal fence. For a split second, the car was airborne before it landed hard with a screeching noise of manhandled metal against the ground. I bashed my head firmly against the car door and it felt like I was inside a maraca.

“What are you doing? Are you out of your mind!” I shouted.

“MAYDAY! MAYDAY!” Pago shrieked from a cloud of grey feathers as he fluttered his wings wildly. “CADBURY! SWEETHEARTS!”

“I’m trying to shake them off!” Sophie screamed back at me. “If you want to drive, be my fucking guest!”

“But we’re on the railway track!”

“I know! That’s the bloody point. They won’t be able to follow us as fast here.”

A quick look in the rear-view mirror told me that she was right, the motorbike riders had been forced to get off their bikes and push them onto the track. We were winning several precious seconds, which effectively bought us distance and–more importantly!–hopefully took us out of range of their guns!

However, one of the motorcyclists revved the engine, and the motorbike went up on two wheels for a second before they were after us again!

“Drive!” My voice was hoarse from shouting.

“DRIVE! DRIVE! DRIVE!” Pago copied me and added an air-raid signal for good measure.

“We won’t make it. They’re going to catch up,” Sophie said with a grim face. She narrowed her eyes before she whispered under her breath, “Unless…”

The rails curved to the right, and a black tunnel was ahead of us. Somewhere in the distance I heard a train whistle.

“No, no, no,” I said and shook my head in stark denial.

But Sophie didn’t listen, and a moment later we drove into a pitch-black train tunnel. There was only one railway track and it was claustrophobically tight. The car hobbled forward; it was abundantly clear that the tunnel was never meant for cars.

“What the hell are you doing?”

“Getting rid of them.” Her voice was so ice-cold and emotionless it made all the hair on my neck stand up.

“What do you mean?”

She didn’t reply. In the weak light from the dashboard she looked utterly composed and calm. Her blonde hair danced in the wind, but her knuckles were white as she held on to the wheel.

I followed her gaze and my heart stopped.

The good news was that approximately a hundred feet away the tunnel opened up in front of us. The bad news? A massive steel express train weighting approximately two hundred tons and moving at a speed of seventy miles per hour was coming directly towards us! And there was nowhere for us to go!

“Shit-shit-shit!” I gasped.

Sophie clenched her jaw and changed gear. The car protested loudly, but our speed increased and we drove at full speed directly towards the train!

Somewhere behind me I thought I heard the motorbikes speed up.

We’ll never make it! I thought and closed my eyes tightly.

They say that when you die, your life will flash before your eyes.

It’s not true.

Or rather, the scenes from my life that swept through my mind like an autumn storm were a slide show of all the things that I regretted that I had never done.

Although I had been alive for thirty-five years, I had, in fact, never really lived.

I had never gone on a spontaneous trip to an unknown country, or eaten exotic fruit like dragon fruit, and now I would never know what it tasted like. I had never tried bungee jumping or parachuting. I hadn’t even ordered the gingerbread latte from Starbucks during Christmas. I had led a safe, sedentary life and never left my comfort zone or taken any risks. It had been a waste of time.

But strangely enough, what I regretted the most was that I would never have the possibility to get to know Sophie better.

I don’t want to die, I thought. At least not yet.

A heartbeat later the train missed our car with a few feet to spare! Sophie turned the wheels sharply to the side, but lost control of the car, and we crashed into a pile of rocks at the side of the tunnel. I hit my forehead hard against the dashboard, and for a moment everything went black before I came back to reality with a groggy sensation.

Am I still alive? I wondered in disbelief. The afterlife seemed to be unerringly similar to the reality that I thought I had left behind.

The brakes on the train screamed as the heavy steel train wheels grated against the rails. A shower of amber sparks flew through the air, but a sickening thud and the noise of metal being crushed together like an aluminium beer can told me that the motorcyclists hadn’t been as lucky as us. The express train came to a delayed stop, but I knew it was too late for the two persons that had been following us.

“Are you all right?” I said to Sophie. To my relief I didn’t notice any blood or broken bones. I silently thanked my lucky star.

“I… I’m fine.” She bit her lower lip and ran her fingers through her messy blonde hair. She was pale as a ghost, but her tone was steady. “We have to leave.”

I struggled with the seatbelt and stumbled out of the car. Pago seemed all right; he had lost a couple of grey feathers, which had fallen to the bottom of his metal cage. He was alarmingly quiet for once, and his brass metal cage was dented in the middle, but it was still intact.

I grabbed the cage and–for some reason that I couldn’t explain–I very carefully closed the door to the smashed-up car.

Shouldn’t we move away from the car in case it explodes? I thought in a daze. Or was that just in the movies? Hadn’t it been on MythBusters once? Or had I read it on reddit?

I wanted to laugh at the absurd situation, although there definitely wasn’t anything funny about it.

“I can’t believe you did that,” I told Sophie. There was an edge of hysteria in my voice that I couldn’t control. “I really can’t believe you did that!”

“James, don’t go into shock,” she told me firmly.

“But it’s so funny.”

“It really isn’t.” Sophie’s voice was hard as steel and brought me back to reality. “I probably killed two people and we have to go.”

Her comment made me sober up, and suddenly I felt dizzy and nauseated.

“You’re right,” I said quietly.

“Hey! You there!” someone called out in our direction from the train.

“We have to leave!” Sophie said.

Without waiting for my reply, she ran along the train track. A couple of hundred feet away there was a gap in the metal fence, and we squeezed through it and came out at an overgrown, abandoned train area. It looked like a graveyard for old rusty train carriages, artistically decorated with layers and layers of decades of graffiti.

No one was following us.

“We’ll wait here,” Sophie said and got out her phone.

“Who are you calling?” I asked.

“Someone who may be able to help us,” she said and added, “No one should know my identity or address, which means that either I’ve been hacked or my network has been compromised.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means that I can’t trust anyone,” Sophie said.

Someone on the other end answered her phone call.

“Hello?” Sophie said in a low, careful voice. She waited for the other person to reply. “It’s me. I’m in London and I’m going to need that favour you owe me…”

The other person said something in reply that I couldn’t hear, and Sophie explained our location before she ended the short call with, “Okay, see you soon.”

I was quiet for a while. “So what happens now?”

“We wait,” Sophie replied. “That’s all we can do for now.”

We took shelter next to a brown-and-cream-coloured train carriage from the middle of the last century. The rain went from a light patter against the train roof, which sounded like someone was tapping their nails in irritation, to pelting hard against the metal.

I placed Pago’s cage in the doorway to the train and took off my blazer to wrap it around the cage in an attempt to protect him from the chilly weather. I wasn’t sure if parrots could get a cold or not, but since he was an African grey parrot, I decided that he probably wasn’t meant to be exposed to the fickle English spring weather, which rarely was mild or dry.

As I adjusted the blazer, I noticed that my palm was covered in bright red paint.

Red paint? Where did that come from? I wondered for a moment.

“Eh, I think I’m bleeding,” I said and swallowed hard because I had always disliked the sight of blood.

“What?” Sophie moved closer. “What happened?”

“I-I’m sure it’s nothing.” I cleared my throat and tried to ignore the fact that the better part of my sleeve was covered with blood. “It’s just… a flesh wound?”

“Don’t be ridiculous. Let me have a look.”

Silently I obeyed. I knew when there wasn’t room for argument, and besides, I was too tired to protest. The shock was wearing off and I felt awful.

Sophie removed my soggy shirt, leaned forward, and inhaled sharply.

“It’s a deep cut across the triceps brachii,” she concluded as she studied the wound on my upper arm as if it were a highly interesting specimen. “You must have cut yourself on the broken glass. It’ll need stitches.”

She ripped the sleeve off my shirt and tied it tightly around my upper arm as an improvised dressing.

“Thank you,” I mumbled.

“You’re welcome,” she replied.

Half an hour later, when I had more or less given up all hope that someone would come for us, I noticed the yellow headlights of a car through the curtain of heavy rain. A black sports car crept between the old abandoned train carriages and slowly came closer.

My knees clicked as I rose, and I followed Sophie as she walked closer to the car while she tried to shield herself from the rain with her arm.

The side window slid down automatically as we got near the car.

“You look like… What do you call it?” The driver was hidden in shadows, but she spoke in an unmistakable Eastern European accent. “The drowned children of cats? Kittens?”

“Thank you for coming to get us, Kithira.” Sophie sat down in the passenger’s seat, which left me to crawl into the back seat of the car with Pago’s cage.

“Of course,” Kithira replied.

She had black hair in a tight braid, slightly tilted almond-shaped eyes, and an arched nose. Her black clothes were simple, a jacket that looked vaguely military in style, black trousers with leg pockets, and fingerless gloves in black leather.

I wouldn’t start a fight with her, I decided, because she had a badass aura of ‘If-you-mess-with-me-I’ll-hurt-you’. Silently I speculated if she were some sort of MMA fighter or worked as a private security guard.

The back seat isn’t designed for people, I concluded to myself. However, I was too relieved to get away from the cold weather and torrential rain, and I decided not to grumble about it although it was impossible to find a comfortable position.

“Who is he?” Kithira asked and nodded towards me.

“I’m James Bradley.” I tried to shuffle into position to shake her hand. “I’m a senior accountant at Addington & Wrights Solicitors. I work together with Sophie. She’s my secretary.”

The other woman looked at my hand blankly for a second before she shook it. She had a strong grip and I tried not to flinch as she squeezed my hand.

“Kithira Jurowski.” She paused for a moment. “I am a professional hit man, assassin, and bodyguard.”

“I see.” I chuckled at her comment. It was nice to see that someone who looked so badass could have a sense of humour. “It’s nice to meet you.”

“Why is he laughing?” Kithira turned to Sophie with a slight frown on her olive-coloured forehead. “I do not understand.”

“He thought you were joking,” Sophie tried to explain.

“Why would I joke about killing people for money? It is not funny,” Kithira said, and her furrow deepened.

“I don’t know… People have different types of humour,” Sophie replied and shrugged apologetically. In a lower voice she added, “Between you and me, it’s been a long day and I think he’s quite tired.”

I decided to sulk in a manly fashion and pretend that I didn’t notice that they were talking about me behind my back–or rather right in front of me–as if I didn’t exist! I most certainly wasn’t tired! Hurt, bloody, and bruised–yes. But tired like a retired old man who had missed his afternoon nap–no.

Is she really a professional hit man? I wondered and studied the woman’s profile and her gently arched nose. Do assassins even exist outside movies and computer games?

Pago suddenly came back to life in his cage and interrupted my inner musings.

“CADBURY!” he demanded loudly.

Kithira reacted so fast it took me several seconds to catch up with what had happened.

In one moment she was focusing on driving while chatting with Sophie. In the next second she had drawn a large intimidating black handgun from a hidden holster and pointed it towards me. Kithira stared at me with dead, black eyes.

“I didn’t say anything!” I raised my arms to my head instinctively. The gun barrel was less than two inches from my head and aimed directly at a central point just above my eyes. Cold sweat covered my body and I swallowed hard. “It… It was the parrot.”

Kithira aimed at Pago instead.

“Who’s a pretty bird?” Pago whispered and stress-pooped in his cage before he went dead quiet.

“Apologies,” Kithira said after an eternity and removed her gun. “I did not realise the bird could talk.”

“It’s an African grey parrot,” I said weakly.

Kithira turned to Sophie as if nothing had happened and seemed completely unfrazzled.

“You are lucky I am in London,” Kithira said to Sophie as she drove out on the wide motorway. “I have just come back from Uruguay with Alice.”

“How is Alice? It’s been ages since I met her last time,” Sophie said.

“Not bad,” Kithira said. “She works for MI6 and she is together with George K. Jameson, a famous billionaire. They have recently opened an Italian restaurant in Florida, where they live.”

“Really?”

“They are in love,” Kithira said in a disgusted tone. “I do not like it.”

“So, how is your life?” Sophie asked Kithira. “Who are you working for now?”

“I am still working for Mrs Eleanor Wyndham as a bodyguard most of the time, when I am not freelancing,” Kithira said and turned left.

She pulled up in front of a council tower block that had seen better days decades ago. A couple of kids were playing basketball in the drizzling rain with their hoods up. Someone was playing Eminem on a red cylinder speaker that was protected from the rain under a bench.

“We are here,” Kithira said.

“This way,” Sophie said and got out of the car.

We walked past the teenagers, who gave us uninterested looks, and Sophie opened the chipped metal door to the tower block entrance.

“Where are we going?” I said to Sophie.

“You’ll see.”

“Okay,” I said slowly and tried to hide a grimace, because I didn’t really want to spend the night in a manky flat in a council estate.

Then again, beggars can’t be choosers, and after all, this was the reality for millions of people in Britain, I reminded myself.

We took the lift to the eleventh floor and walked along a windowless corridor that was filled with random litter and smelled vaguely of a combination of weed, rubbish, and the sharp tang of cleaning products.

Sophie stopped in front of an anonymous blue-painted front door. It looked like all the others along the corridor except that it had two keyholes. She slid the metal cover to one of the keyholes to the side, and I raised my eyebrows in surprise. Instead of a keyhole there was a small sophisticated digital display. She pressed her thumb against it for a couple of seconds, and I waited for a digital voice to say something like ‘Sophie Robinson, access granted’ or possibly ‘This unit will self-destruct in T minus ten seconds.’

But nothing happened and instead the door smoothly opened by itself.

I had imagined a manky flat in desperate need of renovation with dirty windows and depressingly cheap furniture. But instead I stepped into a stylish two-bedroom flat with polished white floors, sophisticated grey walls, and contemporary furniture that seemed to belong to a four-star hotel and not a worn council flat.

“Is this really your flat?” I said to Sophie.

“It’s a bolt-hole,” she explained. “A safe house where we can stay for the night. It has everything we’ll need: food, extra clothes, equipment, internet.”

“I see,” I said, somewhat taken aback.

Some people have a holiday cottage in Devon; others an emergency secret flat in Croydon, I thought to myself.

“James needs a doctor,” Sophie said to Kithira. “Do you know anyone that could help us?”

“I can have a look if you want.”

“Eh, no, thank you,” I said. The other woman made me nervous, and I didn’t want her near me with a sharp scalpel–or any other kind of weapon, come to think about it. I had a disturbing feeling that she could maim and hurt me with a tablespoon if she wanted to. “I’m perfectly fine. It’s a shallow cut; it just needs cleaning out.”

“Don’t be silly,” Sophie told me in a no-nonsense tone. “Take off your shirt and let Kithira have a look at you.”

“Fine,” I muttered.

I was herded to the bathroom against my will. It was clean, modern, and significantly larger than an average hotel bathroom. White rectangular tiles covered the walls from floor to ceiling, and the floor was tiled with large granite tiles. A large freestanding bathtub in white porcelain dominated the better part of the room, while a discreet built-in washbasin and toilet were located to the right.

“Sit down.” Kithira rolled up her sleeves and washed her hands while Sophie came back with a leather dissection kit and several rolls of bandages.

“It’s nothing, really,” I said and added, “I’ll go to the GP as soon as possible tomorrow.”

They both ignored me. Sophie crossed her arms and with a sigh I took off my wet and bloody shirt.

Kithira raised a dark eyebrow and a ghost of a smile crossed her face when she noticed my shoulders that were covered with scratch marks that Sophie had given me earlier, but she didn’t comment about it. Instead she removed the improvised dressing and disinfected the wound with an antiseptic liquid that smelled–and stung!–sharply.

“There is a lot of glass in the wound and it is deep.” Kithira said, “but I can stitch him up.”

“No, thank you!” I said firmly in a voice that left no room for discussion.

“That would be great,” Sophie said to Kithira as if she hadn’t heard me.

“As I said, I can go to the doctor tomorrow morning,” I said. “It’s really not a problem at all!”

“This is going to hurt,” Kithira said in a perfectly unemotional tone.

“It’s–” I inhaled sharply. “It’s fine.” I finished lamely.

Sophie watched me while Kithira picked bloody fragments of glass from my upper arm. I clenched my jaw as Kithira began stitching the cut together with a disturbing finesse.

“You should make sure that you are not hurt,” Kithira told me in her Eastern European accent while she was working. “The blood should stay inside the body and not leak out.”

“Thank you for the information.” I clicked my tongue in irritation.

“But you failed,” she said perfectly deadpan. “To survive you should avoid getting shot or stabbed.”

“I’ll remember that next time,” I sneered, but my withering sarcasm was lost on her.

“Next time you may be dead, yes?” She arched a dark eyebrow. “That would be bad.”

It was like having a conversation with a brick.

“I suppose you’re right,” I agreed with a sigh.

Sophie helped me wrap the bandage around my upper arm, and I washed my face and got dressed again before I left the bathroom.

When I came out of the bathroom, Kithira was crouching in front of Pago’s cage in the sitting room. Pago had moved as far as possible away from her, and his black eyes seemed to beg me to save him.

“Does the bird really talk?” Kithira asked me.

“Yes,” I said. “It’s an African grey parrot.”

Kithira locked eyes with Pago and tilted her head to the side. “Say ‘idiota kusok’.”

“Idiota kusok!” Pago chirped obediently and moved back and forth nervously on his wooden perch. “Idiota kusok! Idiota kusok!”

“Can you say ‘Pizda rulyu’?” Kithira said.

“Pizda rulyu! Pizda rulyu!”

“Say ‘b’lyad’!”

“B’lyad! B’lyad!” Pago repeated in growing desperation and added, “Who is a pretty bird?”

Dear diary. Today my parrot was intimidated by a Russian hit man, I thought to myself and couldn’t help but smile. I almost felt sorry for Pago and decided to let him have a whole chocolate bar for himself once this was over.

Kithira straightened her back. “I have to go. I have other things to take care of.”

“Thank you, Kithira,” Sophie said. “I really don’t know what I would have done without you.”

“You would have been spending the night in an old train,” Kithira said with a frown. “It would have been cold and rainy.”

“Yes, that’s true,” Sophie said with a small smile.

Kithira turned to me. “It was nice to meet you, James Bradley. I hope you will stay alive and will not die.”

“Eh, thank you?” I said.

“Take care of the parrot. I like him,” Kithira said.

She left the flat, and I was suddenly alone with Sophie.

“What happens now?” I said and cleared my throat.

“I’ve set up the computer, and it’s going to sort through various algorithms, which hopefully will crack the messages that were sent to the office,” she said. “It’s military security encryption, but I think I can break it. All we have to do is wait.”

“I see,” I said.

“I think they’re using a book code. If we can break the encryption messages and get the book, we can solve the code. And then we’ll know exactly what they plan and how to stop it.”

“But I lost the book at my flat,” I said.

“Yes, I know,” she said and bit her lower lip. “I haven’t figured out how to solve that part yet, but maybe we can get a copy or something.”

“How long will it take for the computer to sort through the algorithms?”

“It will take hours,” Sophie said and lowered her voice to a seductive whisper as she moved closer. “There is nothing we can do but wait…”

“I see,” I said and cleared my throat. “Is there anything you would like me to do for you meanwhile?”

“You’re a quick learner; I like that,” Sophie whispered in my ear. “I think I would like to take a bath. Would you like to join me?”

“Yes,” I replied a little bit hoarsely.

Sophie closed the door to the bathroom behind me. She leaned closer and whispered in my ear, “I want you to do exactly as you’re told.”

“Yes, mistress,” I replied and swallowed hard. I had no idea what awaited me, but the thought only made me more excited.

“Stand absolutely still.”

She kissed me lightly on the lips before she began to undress me slowly. Her long red nails trailed against my bare shoulders. It wasn’t hard enough to leave a mark, but I shuddered anyway, and a shiver of anticipation rushed down my spine.

Scratch harder, I begged silently and felt my erection stiffening.

Sophie dropped my clothes to the floor carelessly, one item at a time, until I stood completely naked and breathless in front of her. She glanced down at me and smiled when she noticed how excited I was already.

“Fill up the bath for me,” she ordered. “Oh, and I like it rather hot.”

“Yes, mistress,” I replied.

Dutifully I walked over to the bathtub and turned the steel taps to the white porcelain tub. Steam filled the room as the water level rose, and I checked the water temperature to make sure that it didn’t suddenly run out of hot water. Although the flat was modern, I didn’t really trust the water system.

“When you’re ready, get back here,” Sophie said, and I instantly obeyed. “You have permission to undress me.”

“Okay,” I said.

I removed her clothes with clumsy fingers. She wore a strapless bright red bra, which was so low cut it showed a generous amount of cleavage and the tip of her pink nipples, and a pair of matching lace knickers that were almost transparent.

“Help me undo the hooks,” Sophie said and turned around.

She gathered her long blonde hair and held it out of the way. My hands trembled slightly as I fumbled with the small metal hooks. She was so close my hard erection accidentally brushed against her soft bottom.

“Sorry,” I mumbled, and she laughed softly.

I tried to force my thoughts and growing desire under control, but in my mind I desperately wished that she would order me to pull down her knickers and take her from behind.

But she hadn’t given me permission and I knew the rules. She was in charge and I wasn’t. She was my mistress, and I was her willing slave.

So instead, I struggled with her bra and folded it neatly before I placed it next to the washbasin with the rest of her clothes.

“Get down on your knees,” she said.

Wordlessly I obeyed her. The tiled floor was cool and hard.

“Take off my underwear.”

Slowly, oh so slowly, I pulled her knickers down her thighs, along her knees, and finally down her ankles. She was so close I could smell her, and the scent was intoxicating and made me more and more excited.

“Good,” she praised me and stroked my hair like I was a pet. It was a little bit humiliating, but deep down I liked it. “I think I’ll reward you later for your good behaviour.”

“Thank you, mistress,” I mumbled.

She stepped into the bath slowly. “It’s almost too hot, but it’s okay,” she said. “The soap is over there. Will you get it?”

“Of course,” I replied. I grabbed the white soap bottle, but as I was about to step into the bath, she stopped me by raising her hand.

“I didn’t say you could join me, did I?” Sophie arched an eyebrow.

“No, you didn’t,” I said quickly and flushed over my mistake. “I-I’m sorry.”

“Never expect that you’re allowed anything unless I’ve told you,” she scolded me.

“It won’t happen again,” I said quickly. “I promise.”

“Oh, but I do like it when you grovel like that,” she said with a smile and stroked my hair. “I guess I’ll forgive you for now. After all, you aren’t used to having a mistress...”

“Thank you,” I said.

Sophie took the soap from my hand and poured a generous amount in her palm before she slowly began lathering her breasts in lazy circular motions. “Would you like to clean me?”

There was something that was so incredibly sexy about her comment it instantly turned me on in a whole new way.

“Yes,” I admitted and swallowed hard.

She poured a generous amount of soap in my hands.

“Where do you want me to begin?” I asked huskily.

“You can continue washing my breasts, I think.”

I cupped her soft breasts and slowly began to lather them in soap. She moaned softly and leaned forward, her lips seeking mine. She kissed me slowly and lavishly as I continued to cover her breasts and stomach with soap.

“It feels so good,” she mumbled between kisses. “You have very soft hands.”

“Thank you,” I replied and slowly let my hand wander further down under the surface. “Do you want me to continue?”

“Yes,” she whispered with a small sigh of pleasure.

It wasn’t an entirely comfortable position for me. My knees protested against the tiled floor, and although she was warm and relaxed in the steaming hot bath, I was naked and a little bit cold.

However, I didn’t really mind, and I had a growing suspicion that she knew it. In fact, the way she treated me–a little bit harshly and slightly humiliatingly–actually made me more turned on than I was willing to admit. I wouldn’t have anything against crawling around her feet and being under her control.

Gently I stroked her between her legs with two fingers. From the previous evening I had a feeling that she liked taking it slow in the beginning, and therefore I barely touched her and only brushed my fingers against her. She moaned quietly in reply and kissed me deeply again until our tongues met.

I was growing harder and harder despite the uncomfortable position on the bathroom floor.

“Can I touch myself while I please you?” I asked.

“No,” she said and smiled sweetly. “You need to learn to wait.”

“But… but I want to.”

“I know,” she said and kissed me.

The fact that she was denying me instantly made me twice as turned on. Frustration fuelled my craving for her, and it rose to an entirely new level and made me tremble slightly, but instead I focused all my desire on pleasing her.

I placed a trail of kisses along her wet breast and played with her nipple with my tongue while I continued to touch her more and more intimately. Her breathing became more and more shallow and she moaned quietly. Gently I rubbed my fingers against her and began to massage her most sensitive spot. I could feel her unfold for me, her nipples were small and hard in my mouth, and she moaned louder with pleasure in the steaming hot water.

“I want your fingers inside me,” she mumbled. Her voice was thick with desire. “Now…”

She gasped and writhed shamelessly with pleasure in the bath as my finger entered her, first one and then two fingers at a time.

“Deeper,” she moaned and closed her eyes. “Mmm, that’s it. Right there…”

I could feel her tense when she came, and I kissed her breast and sucked on her nipples as the orgasms finally ripped through her body and she reached her climax. Gently I continued to touch her.

“Do you want me to continue?” I whispered softly and brushed my lips against hers.

“Yes,” she said breathlessly and gave me a lazy smile. “In a little while…”

The hit man had set up his Nexter sniper rifle and carefully aimed it at the flat on the eleventh floor.

Through the black infrared sniper scope, he could easily see the heat outline of the two targets in the flat as they moved around. All he had to do was wait for a clean shot.

People often thought that the most important trait for a hit man was that they had to be coldblooded or ruthless. They were wrong.

The most important skill when it came to killing someone professionally was to be patient.

The hit man leaned forward again and took aim. The two people were still in view; the person in front of the window had moved to what was the kitchen area, according to the blueprint that he had of the flat.

“Perfect,” he mumbled and exhaled slowly.

It was a perfect clean shot that he knew he couldn’t miss. He squeezed the trigger gently.

The End
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