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AAR: After Action Review

        	
AFB: Air Force Base

        	
APC: Armoured Personnel Carrier

        	
BSO: Basic Security Option

        	
CDC: Centres for Disease Control and Prevention

        	
CentCom: Central Command

        	
CIA: Central Intelligence Agency

        	
CQB: Close Quarter Battle

        	
DDO: Deputy Director of Operations (CIA)

        	
DEVGRU: The Naval Special Warfare Development Group/SEAL Team Six

        	
DOD: Department Of Defence

        	
EOD: Explosive Ordinance Disposal

        	
GAT: General Aviation Terminal (private)

        	
GDP: Gross Domestic Product

        	
HAHO: High Altitude High Opening

        	
HVT: High Value Target

        	
JDAM: Joint Direct Attack Munition

        	
Jefe: (Spanish) A boss or leader

        	
JSOC: Joint Special Operations Command

        	
JSOTF: Joint Special Operations Task Force

        	
JSOTF HQ: Joint Special Operations Task Force Headquarters

        	
Langley: CIA Headquarters, Langley, Virginia

        	
LZ: Landing Zone

        	
M4 CQBR: Close Quarter Battle Receiver (Colt M4 infantry rifle variant)

        	
MI5: Military Intelligence 5 - UK Domestic Intelligence Service

        	
MRE: Meals Ready to Eat

        	
NSA: National Security Agency

        	
NVD: Night Vision Device

        	
NVG: Night Vision Goggles

        	
Op: Operation (Military)

        	
OTC: Operator Training Course (Delta Force)

        	
PNG: Persona Non Grata

        	
ROE: Rules Of Engagement

        	
Rucks: Rucksack

        	
SAD: Special Activities Division (CIA)

        	
SATCOM: Satellite Communications (equipment)

        	
SecDef: Secretary of Defence

        	
SecState: Secretary of State

        	
SITREP: Report on current military situation

        	
SOCOM: United States Special Operations Command
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        “It would have been impossible for us to develop our plan for the world if we had been subject to the bright lights of publicity.”

      

      

      
        
        David Rockefeller
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      “This is it? This is everything?”

      Engle blinked behind the lenses of his horned-rimmed glasses as he appraised the government flunkey before him. The younger man was dark-haired and square-jawed, with shoulders that strained at his cheap suit. He looked more like an athlete than a bag carrier for Special Advisor Marshall, and his manner, well, to say it was abrupt was an understatement. The guy was just plain rude.

      At sixty-seven years old, and Director for Special Projects at the United States Geological Survey, Professor Bruce Engle was unused to being dictated to. Keyes, on the other hand, was a low-level bureaucrat, yet he seemed indifferent to Engle’s status, or indeed the importance of any of the VIPs sitting around the conference table. Engle glanced at the others, his own indignation mirrored on their faces.

      “That’s all of it?” Keyes repeated. “Including backups?”

      Engle waved a liver-spotted hand at the piles of folders, tapes and CD-ROM discs stacked at the end of the table.“It’s all there, as requested. And why isn’t Marshall here? He should be here.”

      “You spoke to him this morning.”

      “He called me at five am. I was barely conscious, for Chrissakes. I don’t appreciate these sudden changes. Of arrangements or personnel.”

      “Mister Marshall has authorised me to act on his behalf.”

      “This is unacceptable,” the professor grumbled.

      Frank Marshall was a National Security Special Assistant at the White House, and Engle’s only point of contact since the data had been confirmed. He’d ordered Engle to make a list of names of those who knew the whole picture: the security guys from the International Energy Agency, the whistle-blowers from Saudi Aramco, Gazprom and ExxonMobil, and two of Engle’s trusted colleagues at the USGS in Virginia. Twenty-three men and women in all, the only people on the planet who knew the terrifying truth, now gathered around a grimy conference table in a disused office in Manhattan. Marshall had impressed upon them the need for secrecy. Disinformation was to be positively encouraged, at least for the foreseeable future. They’d all agreed, especially Engle; lately his nightmares of crumbling cities and starving populations were keeping him awake at night.

      Keyes produced a plastic tray and pushed it across the table.

      “I’ll need all your identification, please.”

      “Is this really necessary?”

      “The Secret Service will need to record your personal details.”

      Engle tossed his wallet into the tray. Keyes took a moment to examine the driving licences and social security cards, the corporate IDs and passports, then handed the tray to someone waiting outside the room.

      Two more men appeared, both young and fit like Keyes, wearing the same cheap suits and each pushing a small cart. They began clearing the table, dumping documents and CDs into the carts. One of them dropped a folder, the computer printouts within spilling across the floor.

      “Goddamit!” Engle swore, clambering to his feet. With considerable effort, he knelt down and retrieved the documents. “This is sensitive data,” he grumbled. “Be careful.”

      He pulled his cell phone from his pocket and speed-dialled Marshall’s number. No signal. He approached Keyes, who waited by the open door. He seemed oblivious to Engle’s presence, his gaze fixed on his watch, his index finger resting on the lobe of his left ear. That’s when Engle noticed the small, flesh-coloured receiver nestled inside. Odd, he thought. Perhaps he had a hearing impediment. He cleared his throat.

      “Mister Keyes?”

      The government man looked up, and Engle saw there was something wrong. Keyes was sweating, his eyes darting over the professor’s shoulder, towards the men clearing the table behind him.

      “Are you all right?”

      “Me? Sure.”

      Engle held his cell phone aloft. “I can’t raise Marshall.”

      “He’s on his way. Step aside, please.”

      The men with carts squeezed past him and rumbled outside. His precious data – all of their data – was now in the hands of someone else.

      “He’s coming here?”

      The distant chime of an elevator seemed to startle Keyes. He reached for Engle’s hand and shook it. It was clammy, hurried.

      “Take a seat. Help yourself to coffee. Mister Marshall will be with you shortly.”

      Then he was gone, the door swinging closed behind him.

      Engle turned to his colleagues and shrugged. “That’s it, then. I guess we wait.”

      “They seemed to be in a real hurry,” observed one of the guys from the International Energy Agency.

      “I think they call that indecent haste,” Engle agreed.

      He flopped into his chair, fatigue compounding his irritation. He understood the need for secrecy but a decrepit office was taking things too far. The furniture was dated, the walls yellowed with age, the brown carpet almost threadbare in places. This office hadn’t been used in years. Overhead, a bank of strip lights buzzed and flickered. Engle slipped his glasses off and loosened his tie. He pinched the bridge of his nose as a painful drum began to beat behind his eyes.

      He checked his watch and cursed. Where the hell was Marshall? He reached for his cell again.

      No Service.

      “Does anyone have a signal?”

      Heads shook around the table. Engle got to his feet, swatting the dust from the seat of his pants. He snatched at a nearby wall phone and jiggled the switch. Dead. He slammed the phone down and marched toward the door.

      The Head of Operations from Saudi Aramco got to his feet.

      “Bruce, where are you going?”

      “To complain,” Engle growled. He grabbed the door handle and twisted. It didn't move. He frowned, tried again. He turned to the Aramco executive.

      “Ahmed, help me please.”

      Engle stepped back as the younger Saudi grappled with the brass knob. The door shook but didn’t open.

      “It’s locked,” Ahmed said, looking at the others.

      Several of the men got to their feet. Engle moved aside, anger boiling in his veins. What in hell’s name was going on here? He watched the others yanking the handle, working their fingers into the gaps around the door, important people, all experts in their fields, now sweating with effort, forced to vandalise the fixtures and fittings. Disgraceful. Suddenly the lock gave way with a loud crack, sending two of his colleagues tumbling across the carpet. Engle hurried over and helped them to their feet. He buttoned the front of his sports jacket and marched towards the open door.

      “Wait here. I’m going to find out what the hell is going on.”

      Outside, the floor was open-plan, dark, empty. Engle hurried towards the lobby, busy with office workers moving back and forth between the elevators and some kind of brokerage firm.

      There was no sign of Marshall.

      He passed a stairwell. He heard a shout from behind the door, then the sound of rapid footsteps quickly fading to nothing. Engle pushed it open. Footprints stamped dusty trails on the concrete steps. A door slammed somewhere above, echoing down the vastness of the chamber. He grabbed the handrail and began a slow climb to the floor above. Puffing hard on the landing, he yanked open the door and stepped inside.

      “Hello?”

      His voice echoed across the empty space. There were no offices up here, no desks or chairs, no bathrooms, no light fittings, no wall partitioning, not even carpet. It was just an empty space, silent, devoid of life, stripped back to its industrial skeleton. Like a construction site. So where were all the workers?

      Curiosity got the better of him. There was an air of recent industry about the place. The dust was much thicker here, but not from neglect. The toe of his shoe caught something and he looked down. A heavy black cable snaked across the concrete floor, one of several dozen that trailed away towards the building’s massive central supporting columns. He wandered over towards them. The columns were huge, lancing from floor to ceiling like giant redwoods, partially boxed in by large sheets of timber. There were more building materials here, saws and benches, with sandbags piled high against the fresh lumber, the cables disappearing somewhere inside. He saw chalk marks on the wood, seemingly random numbers and roughly drawn crosses and arrows. Nearby, powerful-looking drills and jackhammers lay discarded in an untidy heap on the floor, as if their operators had abandoned them in a hurry. Engle shook his head in disgust; not even nine am and already on a break. Goddam unions.

      A sudden wave of dread gripped him.

      Maybe they’d been duped. Maybe Keyes wasn’t who he said he was, the meeting a ruse to steal their precious data. The Russians, perhaps? Or the Chinese? Both were masters at commercial espionage. Maybe that was why the man was so nervous. Why they’d been locked in.

      He had to speak to Marshall.

      He fumbled inside his jacket for his cell phone; still no goddam signal. He swore and strode across the room to the window. Finally, the signal bar crept upwards. He punched Marshall’s number and waited, relieved to hear a crackling ringtone. He thrust a hand into his trouser pocket and rocked on his heels as he waited for Marshall to pick up.

      He glanced out of the window, and for a brief moment forgot about the call.

      Engle never missed an opportunity to marvel at the sheer beauty of the world around him, the wondrous legacy of its violent creation, the land masses and eco-systems that had, against all the odds, fused together over millennia to form a life-sustaining environment that most people barely appreciated. This was just such an opportunity.

      Beyond the thick glass, the sky was a glorious blue, the view breath-taking, the horizon, endless. In all of his visits to New York, Engle had never set foot inside the World Trade Centre, and here, near the top of the North Tower, he could see all the way out to —

      The morning sun caught a reflection, light bouncing off metal.

      Then he saw it, growing larger by the second as it hurtled across the Manhattan skyline, the rising, screaming whine of jet engines that rattled the windows and shook the floor beneath his feet. For a moment, Engle’s higher brain functions refused to process the scene he was witnessing.

      The airliner filled the window.

      His eyes widened in horror, the scream trapped in his throat.

      The phone slipped from his hand and clattered to the floor.

      

      The cell in his pocket stopped ringing.

      From his vantage point in Jersey City, Frank Marshall swallowed hard as he watched a huge ball of flame engulf the top of the North Tower. Moments later a muffled boom rippled across the Hudson River. All around him, people began to gather along the boardwalk. He registered the gasps of horror, the frantic phone calls, the shock and fear. Then he made a call of his own using an encrypted satellite phone.

      “Go ahead,” ordered a distant voice after a single ring.

      “I’m in Jersey. Are you watching this?”

      “It just made CNN. Where’s our party?”

      “Inside.”

      Frank watched a young Latina staring open-mouthed at the smoking tower across the water. Tears rolled down her cheeks, her hands cupped around her face, as she swayed in denim shorts and roller blades.

      “You’re sure?”

      “Remote camera showed them still there at eight forty-three. They broke the door and Engle moved out of shot. Probably went snooping.”

      “Any possibility he took the elevator back down?”

      “Doubtful.”

      “And you have the data?”

      “I just spoke to Keyes. We got everything, even a detailed index. It’s all there.”

      “Good work.”

      “What’s the plan?”

      Frank was eager to get going before the next plane reached Manhattan. He glanced over his shoulder, towards a dark blue Chevy Suburban parked a short distance away. Inside, two of his security team were watching the drama unfold. He circled a finger at the driver and heard the engine start.

      “The jet’s at Teterboro,” the voice on the line told him. “Our guys at NORAD can’t keep this thing shut down for much longer. Pretty soon the FAA will initiate a ground stop, so get a shake on. We’ll see you back in DC.”

      “Roger that.”

      Frank slid into the back seat of the Chevy.

      “Let’s go.”

      “What about the other plane?” asked the driver, searching the sky through the windshield. “D’you wanna wait?”

      Frank glared at the back of his head. “Sure, good idea. Go grab some hotdogs and a six-pack. We’ll make a day of it, you sick fuck.”

      The driver  took the hint and shifted the SUV into gear.

      Frank stared out of the window as the Chevy circled the lot and headed for the exit. Hundreds of people were now descending on the Jersey shoreline. They gathered along the boardwalk, their expressions a mixture of horror and disbelief. Some were openly crying, just like the Latina. There’d be plenty more tears by day’s end. Frank knew that much.

      As they headed west on Second he forced himself to take one final look. He’d always believed the operation was necessary, but now it was underway he wasn’t so sure. For the first time in his professional life, doubt troubled him. If what they’d done turned out to be a mistake, they’d all burn in hell for eternity. Frank’s skin suddenly tingled, the hairs on the back of his neck rising.

      Hell.

      He hadn’t thought about that concept since he was a boy.

      He turned away and focused on the road ahead, folding his arms to stop the sudden, inexplicable shaking of his hands.

      Behind him, across the river, a thick plume of black smoke belched from the shattered summit of the North Tower, an ugly stain across the sky on what was an otherwise beautiful September morning in New York City.
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            KILL THE BILL

          

        

      

    

    
      The nightmare was always the same.

      He was a boy again, lost in the middle of a vast cornfield. He heard his brother laughing, glimpsed a flash of colour, Jimmy’s orange T-shirt bright amongst the towering stalks. Roy surged after him, thrashing through the corn, thick rubbery leaves whipping his face.

      “Jimmy!”

      Only the wind answered, a low hiss that stirred the corn around him. Dark clouds blotted out the sun. He heard his dead parents calling, their voices laced with a shrill note of warning. The corn towered above him in silent, menacing ranks, pressing in on him, seeking to trap him.

      Devour him.

      Roy charged onwards, his sandals slapping the dirt as he ran, the cornfield morphing into a dark, ancient wood. He heard a telephone ringing, its urgent trilling echoing through the gnarled and twisted trees. He crept deeper into the woods where the shadows were darkest, where the air was still, drawn by the insistent ringing.

      The clearing lay ahead, the phone box at its heart, its red paintwork cracked and peeling. Weeds sprouted around its base, its watery luminance dappling the clearing. Roy inched forward and reached for the door handle. He tugged, and the naked figure floating inside jerked wildly.

      “Jimmy, it’s me. Please come out.”

      Jimmy cocked his head, no longer a boy but a man, the gold St Christopher pendant and chain around his neck glinting inside the cloudy waters of the phone box. Roy banged on the glass and his brother’s bloodless body twisted like an eel to face him.

      His eyes snapped open. He screamed soundlessly in an explosion of bubbles.

      Roy screamed too —

      

      He jerked awake, heart thumping like a hammer in his chest. Bloody dream, he cursed, fingering the sleep from his eyes. Spooked him every time.

      He stared at the ceiling, the back of his skull thumping steadily. He was hungover, yet he struggled to remember the events of the previous evening. He’d been drinking, possibly in The Duke, but he couldn’t be sure. He recalled flashing lights and heavy music, a half-naked girl, a couple of tattooed lumps crowding him in a dark booth. His head pounded and his mouth tasted awful. He didn’t even remember getting home.

      He took a shower and dried off, taking stock in the mirror. He wasn’t in great shape for thirty-eight. His short blond hair was rapidly thinning, his body a little more soft and baggy. Vicky once told him that he looked like the actor Jason Statham, but Roy didn’t see it. The truth was he’d grown lazy over the years. A bag of shite, he heard Jimmy laugh.

      He brushed his teeth and cracked the bathroom window. It was quiet outside.

      Roy liked this time of day. Most people had gone to work, the kids to school, and the rest of the estate was a long way from surfacing. It was a sliver of tranquillity, but Roy knew it wouldn’t last. Soon the muffled drone of a TV would filter through the wall on one side, later the jackhammer thump of a sound system on the other, rattling the family photographs in the sitting room. Right now they were still, arranged in a collection of neat frames above the wonky shelf and the fake electric log fire; Roy and Jimmy as children, Mum and Dad standing behind, beaming faces and ice cream cones. Teenage Jimmy in full parachute gear, grinning as he waited to jump from an aircraft ramp. Jimmy again, older this time, unshaven in dust-caked civvies, an assault rifle slung across his chest, a wide smile across a face burned brown by the Afghan sun. And Roy’s favourite, the black and white ten-by-eight of Jimmy and Max, the toddler suspended in mid-air, his chubby face a mask of delight, Jimmy’s strong arms held aloft to catch the boy. Irrepressible Jimmy, Max’s forgotten uncle, Roy’s rock, gone.

      And no one knew where to, or why.

      He got dressed in jeans, T-shirt and a navy blue jacket and left the flat. On the balcony outside he heard his neighbour hurling a mouthful of abuse at her brood of fatherless kids. He ducked into the stairwell and vowed for the umpteenth time to get his act together and get as far away from the Fitzroy Estate as possible. He crossed the road and entered the park opposite, a cold wind whipping at his clothing as he headed for Kingston town centre.

      An hour later Roy was trudging up Whitehall, past the long lines of police vans that stretched towards Trafalgar Square. Nelson’s famous column loomed ahead and soon he was swept along with a steady stream of protesters.

      The demo was a big one, maybe a hundred thousand crammed into the square, a living organism that ebbed and swayed before a huge platform erected in front of the National Gallery. Thousands of flags and banners fluttered in the breeze, and a police helicopter clattered overhead. Roy made his way towards the media stand erected in front of Canada House, pushing and shoving through the throng until he found himself directly beneath the rows of TV cameras, guarded by steel barriers and thick black lines of riot police.

      He opened his jacket and produced his folded cardboard sign. It felt flimsy and insignificant, but he was close enough to the cameras to be noticed. He unfolded it and held it above his head, hoping the news crews might catch the large, block capital words in thick black ink:

      Justice for Jimmy Sullivan. Inquiry Now!

      He looked towards the stage as the crowd suddenly roared, the noise deafening.

      “Here we go,” an ageing protester next to him grinned, rubbing his hands together. The man wore a sheepskin coat with a peace badge pinned to the lapel. He was fired up for the occasion and Roy felt it too, although he was certainly not political. All he cared about was his homemade sign and the hope that someone, somewhere, might ask, who is Jimmy Sullivan?

      Onstage, the diminutive figure of Anna Reynolds, the formidable Member of Parliament for Selly Oak, took up position behind a bloom of microphones. Roy craned his neck as the cheering crowd pressed forward and Reynolds’ booming voice cut through the chill air. “It warms my heart to see so many decent, hardworking people here today…”

      The crowd roared. She was a pro, Roy had to admit, a bridge across the social divide, privately schooled yet a champion of the working classes, her provocative words and dramatic timing stirring the crowd’s emotions. As the minutes ticked by her voice began to rise in pitch and she began stabbing the air towards Whitehall, where police vans had formed a blockade across the road. Even Roy found himself jeering.

      “Our world is changing,” Reynolds boomed from the stage. “Today, less than twenty giant corporations now dominate more than half of the world’s economic activity. One of this government’s biggest sponsors is TDL Global, a corporate entity richer than Italy, Portugal and Greece combined, yet the hardworking families of this country are forced to struggle against a tide of rising prices and failing local services. Let them go there,” she cried, “let them talk to the beleaguered communities, let them try and explain to a pensioner living in a tower block that the lifts don’t work because of crippling cuts, greedy banks and government inaction! This cannot, must not, be allowed to happen!”

      The crowd thundered its approval, a wall of noise that made the hair on the back of Roy’s neck stand on end. Reynolds was in full flow, a modern-day Boadicea, rallying her fighters, preparing them for battle. Flags and banners waved manically, and the crowd surged back and forth. His sign still held aloft, Roy’s arms were beginning to ache.

      It was just after the second speaker had left the stage, when the dark clouds had drifted overhead and the first drops of rain began to spatter the crowd, that Roy noticed them. They were forty strong, maybe more, masks and bandanas covering their faces, moving as one through the crowd. They congregated a short distance from the stage, close to Roy and the glaring eye of the news crews.

      Trouble, was Roy’s immediate thought.

      The third speaker took to the stage, a little-known environmentalist. Gone was the inflammatory rhetoric of Reynolds, replaced instead by the dull tones and measured arguments of a stuffy academic plunged into the spotlight. Roy sensed a change of atmosphere, the mood of rebellion unexpectedly tempered, replaced by a tide of impatience that rippled through the throng.

      The catcalls started a few minutes into the speech, whistles and jeers competing with the amplified drone from the stage. Someone barged past him, a whip of fair hair, followed by a man with a camera perched on his shoulder. TV people, hungry for good footage, pressing into the crowd. As rain began to slice across Trafalgar Square, Roy’s eyes were drawn to the speaker onstage. He felt sorry for the man, his thin hair plastered to his head by the sudden squall, the pages of his speech clutched like a wet rag in his hand. Poor bastard.

      “Shut up, will you? We can’t hear him!” shouted the man in the sheepskin coat.

      A dreadlocked anarchist twisted around, lashing Roy’s face with his dreads. He snarled something unintelligible, then shoved Roy hard in the chest, causing a ripple through the crowd. Roy felt himself pushed forwards, and before he could recover his balance the fists began to fly.

      He heard a woman shout, saw the TV reporter being assaulted by a masked anarchist. Roy lunged forward and punched him in the face. The man went down hard and Roy grabbed the woman around the waist, pulling her back through the melee until they were swept up against a barrier.

      Missiles arced through the air, a barrage of bottles, stones and paint bombs. People were getting hit, some dazed and bleeding, many more covered in pink and green paint. The riot cops surged forward, unleashing a fusillade of baton blows on the closest demonstrators. Roy clutched the reporter’s hand and shoved his way through the throng until they found a break in the barriers. He ducked through and led her beneath the safety of the scaffold stand as the missiles continued to fly. Breathless, Roy sank to his knees.

      “Close one,” gasped the reporter.

      She was mid-thirties, slim, with a bob of mousy hair. Her nose was a little bloodied, her shirt ripped at the neck, her face paled by the proximity of violence. Still, she seemed pretty together despite her close call. Roy watched her cameraman squeeze through the gap and join them beneath the stand.

      “Thanks, buddy.”

      “No worries,” Roy muttered, getting to his feet. The woman held out her hand. “I’m Kelly Summers, MSNBC. You kinda saved me back there.”

      The cameraman winked at Roy. “A three-week stint in Kabul and she thinks she’s invincible.”

      Summers smiled sweetly. “Fuck you, Art.”

      “Classy,” Art chuckled, checking his camera.

      Summers asked, “What brings you here today?”

      It took a moment for Roy to realise the opportunity that had presented itself. He produced his placard and launched into his story until Summers held up her hand.

      “Wait. Let’s do this right.”

      Summers positioned Roy in front of Art’s camera and smoothed her hair down. “You’ve got ninety seconds. Take a breath, think before you speak, and be concise. Okay, here we go…”

      Summers launched into her piece to camera and Roy did his best to tell Jimmy’s story. As Summers wound up the segment a firework exploded overhead, a huge bang that rained a brilliant shower of sparks onto the crowd below. They panicked like a herd of cattle, and a phalanx of riot police charged into them, armour-plated Robocops swinging their batons mercilessly, their visored faces contorted with state-sanctioned rage. The noise was deafening, the chaos complete, the air ripe with body odour and fear.

      A barrier gave way and the mob spilled into the media pen, scattering in all directions. Roy found himself swept away on the human tide, clutching and clawing at those around him, desperate to stay on his feet. The historic square had become a coliseum of mayhem.

      “Come here, you!”

      Roy yelped as a cop’s gloved hand yanked his collar. He struggled free, plunging into a gap between two outside broadcast vehicles, the familiar dome of the National Gallery looming above him. He burst out of the narrow opening and collided with a trio of yellow-jacketed policemen, sending them tumbling to the ground like fluorescent skittles. They were on him in seconds, his arms wrenched and twisted into painful locks, stiff handcuffs ratcheted over his wrists.

      “You’re under arrest, violent disorder,” puffed an overweight plod as he frogmarched Roy toward a waiting van.

      His protests fell on deaf ears. He was searched and shoved into the van, squeezed up against a catch of grumbling detainees. He leaned his head against the mesh-covered window, bumping and swaying with the motion of the van as they headed along Pall Mall. His little interview, his one real chance of telling Jimmy’s story, would be swallowed up by the riot, the mayhem played out again and again on every TV and news channel across the country. Who’d care now about a missing Brit in Iraq? The opportunity had passed. He wouldn’t get another one like that.

      The van raced along the Mall and turned hard right into Horse Guards Avenue, passing the famous parade square, the Cabinet War Rooms, the bronze soldiers on their granite plinths. His thoughts turned to Jimmy and the dream, the pain it represented. When his parents had died their loss had been heart-breaking, yet he’d got over that eventually.

      With Jimmy it was different. Despite the passage of time, there was no coming to terms with his disappearance, no peace to be found. His brother haunted him, and Roy was scared.

      He peered out through the grimy Perspex window as the van howled through the busy streets of Victoria. He watched the crowds, saw their anxious faces, their nervous flight towards bus stops and train stations, escaping the city before the violence spread. Roy felt their fear too, a sense of trepidation that plagued his dreams, a growing apprehension that made his mouth dry and his heart beat fast inside his chest.

      Something was coming.

      Something dark and terrifying.
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            AMEN, BROTHER

          

        

      

    

    
      Reverend Clarence Hays was halfway through his sermon when he noticed the man with the red ponytail seated in the rear pew.

      He’d seen him before, several times in fact, but he stood out simply because he was white, and it was unusual for a white man to be a part of the congregation at the Calvary Southern Baptist church on West 131st Street.

      Not that Hays minded of course; all were welcome in God’s House, even here in Harlem, where white folk were scarce and usually only seen behind the windshields of police cruisers.

      Yet the man intrigued him. Hays recalled the first time he’d walked in, midway through a Wednesday evening service. He’d loitered at the back of the church, hands in the pockets of a black winter coat, baggy pants gathered around a pair of scuffed shoes, a few days of carroty growth on his face. Hays presumed he was homeless, seeking temporary shelter from the winter storms, but lately he’d re-evaluated that assessment. The stranger didn’t possess that beat down quality that bent the backs of most unfortunates. He had a presence.

      Hays finished his sermon and the first notes of the piano began to echo around the hall. Soon the swaying choir were in full voice, the achingly sweet sound of James Pullin’s He’s Faithful filling the room. Hays watched the white man wringing his hands together and mumbling the song’s words. There was a strange intensity about him, his lips playing catch-up with the lyrics, his clapping hands trying and failing to keep the simple rhythm, the expression on his face far removed from the beaming joy of his fellow worshippers. Hays had seen that look before, in the faces of the sick and the dying, the death row inmates back in Kentucky. It was a look of desperation.

      He knew he didn’t have long.

      As the hymn filled the rafters, Hays slipped out into the corridor at the back of the church. He grabbed a hat and overcoat from his office then threw the bolt on the rear door. Out in the alleyway, he popped the collar of his coat up against the chill and made his way to the street, a thin crust of frozen snow crunching under his shoes.

      As he reached the end of the alleyway, he saw the white man trotting down the steps of the church, stopping beneath the red neon cross to zip up his jacket and tug a Yankees beanie over his head. The street was empty, silent, the temperature hovering somewhere just above zero, crystals of snow drifting through the light of the street lamps.

      They were alone.

      Hays wasn’t a big man, or especially courageous, but behind his lectern, doing God’s work, he felt as big as a mountain. He felt that same strength now. He held up a hand as the man headed towards him.

      “Excuse me, sir.”

      Immediately the man veered to his right, large hands whipping from his pockets. He moved out into the street, watching Hays but saying nothing.

      “I don’t mean you any harm. I’m Reverend Hays, from the church.”

      Hays smiled and raised his homburg, allowing the light to reveal his ebony face. The man hesitated. A distant siren wailed on the cold night air.

      “What do you want?”

      Hays smile widened.“I have everything I need. It’s what you want that I’m interested in. Can we talk?”

      

      The church was empty, the congregation long gone.

      Settled in the warmth of his cramped office, Hays poured two coffees into chipped black mugs emblazoned with Christ is Lord in swirly gold lettering. The stranger sat in the shadows, out of the glow of the gooseneck lamp on Hays’ desk.

      The reverend eased himself into his creaking chair and studied the stranger as he sipped his coffee. He was a big man, over six feet, wide-shouldered, and there was some meat on those bones too, though not as much as there should be. He was thinning on top, a dusting of freckles on his scalp, his remaining red hair tied into a thin ponytail that dangled past the frayed collar of his shirt. Those deep-set eyes missed nothing, Hays was sure of that. They roamed the walls, the floor, the dusty bookshelves, the ancient laptop that whirred quietly on his desk. Most of all they studied Hays, his face, and especially his hands. The stranger tracked them as Hays moved, as he scratched the grey curls of his beard and drank his coffee. The man was stretched tighter than a snare drum. Maybe he was a fugitive from the law, although on second thoughts Hays doubted it. White men didn’t exactly blend in around Harlem.

      “It’s just us,” he soothed. “Please, try to relax.”

      “I’m fine.”

      His voice was deep, resonant. There was authority there, but Hays couldn’t place the accent.

      “My name is Clarence Hays. What do I call you?”

      “Frank.”

      “Okay,” Hays smiled, rising from his chair. “Well, Frank, let me officially welcome you to our humble church.”

      His guest hesitated, then took the offered hand. He had a strong grip, and clean fingernails too, unusual for a man on the streets. Frank retreated back into the shadows.

      “Without sounding like a bad movie, I’m guessing you’re not from around these parts.”

      Frank twisted the beanie in his lap with those big hands. “I like the singing,” he said. “Reminds me of when I was a boy.”

      He’s from Boston.

      “Yes sir, we sure like to sing around here,” Hays chuckled. “Prayers are mighty fine of course, but I truly believe that people connect with the Lord on a different level when they sing. Uplifts the soul, wouldn’t you agree, Frank?” His guest said nothing. Instead, he slurped the dregs of his coffee.

      “You want another?”

      “Got anything stronger?”

      Hays shook his head. “I’m not in the business of feeding a man’s vices, Frank.”

      The man smiled for the first time.

      “I’m no alcoholic, Reverend, though for a time I tried my best to become one.”

      He had good teeth, Hays noticed, clean, even, and the eyes were unclouded by the ravages of liquor or drugs. This was no bum.

      “Too much coffee makes me edgy,” Frank explained. “I tend to smooth it out with the occasional drink.”

      Hays believed him. He reached into the bottom drawer of a battered filing cabinet and produced a bottle of Old Crow Reserve and two glasses.

      “Made in my home state of Kentucky. Not the finest, but not too shabby either.”

      He poured a couple of shots and watched Frank take his glass without lifting it to his lips. Hays’ instincts were right. Frank had a story, one of pain and loss that would be as desperate as the thousands he’d heard over the thirty-five years he’d been a minister. All Frank needed was someone to tell it to.

      Hays leaned back in his chair and sipped his own liquor. The computer hummed faintly, the alleyway outside deserted, silent.

      “It’s not just the singing, am I right, Frank? There’s another reason why you came to us.”

      The big man nodded, staring into the untouched contents of his glass as he swirled it around in small circles. When he spoke he did so quietly, eloquently, without hesitation.

      “I grew up in a children’s home in Southie, a Catholic one. I remember taking confession as a boy, and I’d sit there in the dark and the priest would promise me all kinds of eternal tortures if I didn’t stop my sinning. I was ten years old, for Chrissakes. Back then the most sinful thing I ever did was use a curse word or two, but those images of damnation kept me awake most nights.”

      Hays watched him take a small sip of bourbon. He’d had ex-Catholics through his doors before, most burdened from a young age with institutional guilt, their spirits cowed by the withering gaze of a spiteful God who was quick to judge and relished the punishment of sin. That certainly wasn’t the Lord that Hays knew and loved, no sir. Frank would come to see that.

      “That priest told me it was a sin to take your own life,” Frank continued, “but God has to understand that sometimes people just can’t live with themselves anymore.”

      “Is that how you feel, Frank?”

      “I used to. There was a time when I’d wake up and promise myself I’d seen my last sunrise. I’ve stood on top of buildings and bridges, I’ve waited on subway platforms and closed my eyes when I’ve felt the rush of an oncoming train...”

      Frank’s voice trailed away. He tipped the rest of the bourbon down his throat.

      Hays said nothing, allowing the poison to flow, the layers of guilt to peel away and reveal the pain beneath. Across the room, Frank hung his head, the beanie wrung like a rag in those strong hands. When he looked up his eyes were moist, his voice a whisper.

      “But I couldn’t do it because dying would be the easy way out. I have to live, to be reminded of the pain I’ve caused, the families I’ve destroyed. Men, women, even children, God help me. I have to suffer.”

      Frank crushed his face into his beanie.

      Hays got to his feet. He was troubled, and not just for the man’s soul. It was clear Frank had blood on his hands, and two scenarios sprang to mind; either Frank was a murderer, in which case Hays would have to somehow steer him towards the authorities. Or he was a veteran.

      Hays had met plenty in his time, men haunted by their experiences on the battlefield, those battles continuing long after the homecoming bands had packed up and gone home. He’d have to tread carefully here.

      He walked around the desk and crouched down in front of Frank. The tears flowed freely, coursing down Frank’s hollow cheekbones, catching in the red growth on his chin. Hays took his hands in his own.

      “We’ve all made mistakes, Frank, each and every one of us. You carry this burden with you like Atlas with the world on his shoulders, but it’s time to let go. Jesus brought you to me, I can see that now, and together we’ll  —  ”

      Out in the corridor, the back door rattled violently.

      Frank shoved Hays to the carpet and sprang from his chair, sweeping the lamp onto the floor. Hays lay frozen, watching the gun in Frank’s hand. He heard a muffled curse from the alley outside, saw shadows flash by the barred and frosted glass, the sound of laughter and running feet. Then silence.

      Hays’ voice soothed in the darkness. “It’s just kids, Frank, fooling around. Happens all the time.”

      He picked himself up, retrieved the lamp from the floor, tinkered with the bulb. A soft light flickered, glowed. Frank was in shadow, his face ashen, the gun gripped in both hands and pointed towards the window. Hays moved closer.

      “It’s okay. Please, put down the gun.”

      He raised his hand, laid it on the sleeve of Frank’s coat, felt the limb beneath, rigid, like rock, He applied a little pressure, felt no resistance, saw the barrel of that big, ugly automatic tilt towards the worn carpet.

      “This is God’s house, Frank. There’s no danger here, only refuge.” Frank lowered the gun. He stood in silence, his ashen face hovering like a ghost in the shadows.

      “We want to help you,” Hays whispered. “Me and Jesus, we’ve got your back, Frank.”

      “I’ve done terrible things  —  ”

      “We’ll get to that, son. Right now it’s what’s in your heart that matters.”

      He reached down, took Frank’s free hand in both of his own.

      “I believe Jesus has brought us together this night. He guided you to me, and He did it for a reason, Frank — salvation. Yes sir, salvation lies right here in this church. Let me help you, son. Please.”

      The gun clattered to the floor. Frank sunk to his knees, wrapped his arms around Hays and held on tight, sobbing like a baby.

      As Hays comforted the troubled soul he whispered a quiet prayer of thanks, for the abundance of God’s love, and for the strength to guide this broken man along the path to redemption. As he breathed that quiet litany Clarence Hays felt another, deeper rush of emotion, of compassion, of joy, and realised that God was with them both, right there in the room.

      

      Frank woke from a deep, dreamless sleep.

      Above him, the ceiling was adorned with heavenly clouds and a flock of multiracial cherubs. He shifted beneath the thick eiderdown, the small cot creaking beneath his body. He felt safe here, as Reverend Hays had promised he would. Memories of that first night came flooding back.

      He’d gone to pieces.

      Yet it was here, in a rundown church in Harlem, that Frank learned that the guilt that ate him like a cancer was nothing more than the affirmation of his own humanity, the spiritual declaration of a good soul determined to right a wrong. Frank Marshall wasn’t a good man, he knew that, but he no longer felt the desperation he’d felt that first night.

      He kicked off the eiderdown and stood, working the blood back into his muscles. He retrieved the Beretta from under the cot, checked it, then slipped it into the back of his trousers. Outside, the morning sun barely penetrated the alleyway. The air was heavy and silent, muffled by an overnight snowfall. He let the curtain drop back into place. He reached for his gun and held it low behind him as the floorboards creaked outside his room.

      Someone knocked on the door.

      “Yeah?”

      Hays poked his head around the frame. “Morning, Frank. You decent?”

      Frank tucked the pistol away. “Sure. Come on in.”

      Hays carried two mugs of steaming coffee over to a battered table in front of the equally battered sofa. “Here you go. Black, no sugar.” He straightened up, pulled his Mets sweatshirt down over his large belly. “You sleep okay?”

      “I did, thanks.”

      Frank sat on the battered sofa, cradling the coffee in his hands. “I thought I might start on the hallway today. Paintwork’s a little tired, and you’ve got a few loose boards out there.” He’d fix them all in due course, except the ones outside his room.

      “The work isn’t compulsory, Frank. You can stay as long as you like.”

      “I gotta earn my keep. I’ve been here nearly two weeks.”

      “And the church is better for it,” Hays admitted, his eyes wandering around the recently painted walls. “Oh, I have something for you.” He reached into his back pocket and held out a crumpled leaflet.

      “What’s this?”

      “A support group, run by veterans, right across the river in Brooklyn.”

      Frank smoothed out the leaflet and gave it the once-over. A soldier on the cover, his head in his hands, silhouetted against the Stars and Stripes, the letters PTSD liberally sprinkled throughout the text inside. It was close enough to the truth.

      “Thanks,” Frank said, and he meant it.

      Hays got to his feet. “I’ll leave you be.”

      “I’ll see about that hallway if it’s all the same.”

      Hays smiled and closed the door behind him. Frank stood there in silence, the air stuffy and heavy. He felt restless, uneasy. He snapped on the TV, the screen flicking into life as he pulled on socks and sneakers. On the screen, a MSNBC anchor stared earnestly into the camera as he ran through the headlines at the top of the hour.

      As usual, it wasn’t good news: the economy was back in the toilet, there was civil unrest in Europe, and a massive cyclone in Bangladesh had made tens of thousands of people homeless. The stark images reminded Frank of the early seminars, where the speakers had likened humanity to a plague of locusts, multiplying, devouring, laying waste. He fingered the faint scar on his right shoulder, a natural reaction whenever he thought about them.

      He ran the hot tap in the bathroom and shaved. Raised voices drifted in from the TV, the muted roar of a large crowd, a reporter’s breathless monologue, then another voice, the dull, nasal tones of a blue-collar Brit.

      “ — Working for TDL Global in Iraq. Officially my brother went missing in Baghdad but the Iraqi authorities claim they have no knowledge of the incident in question  —  ”

      Frank’s hand gripped the edge of the sink, the razor frozen in mid-air.

      “That was three years ago, and my brother has been conveniently forgotten by everyone, the British government, his employers, even my local MP. How can a man, working for a giant corporation like TDL, simply disappear without trace? And why won’t anyone hold an inquiry?”

      Frank stepped out into the room, chin lathered with foam.

      TDL Global. A huge building block in the pyramid of power. Frank had run black ops under the banner of their Security Division for years. Including the Iraqi operation.

      “What is it you hope to achieve by coming here today?”

      The reporter thrust her mike beneath the guy’s mouth. The man with the homemade sign looked tired, beaten. He watched him turn away from the reporter and stare into the camera.

      Into Frank’s eyes.

      “If there’s anyone out there who knows what happened in Iraq, please come forward. My brother’s name is Jimmy Sullivan  —  ”

      Frank jolted as if he’d been Tasered.

      He reached for the medallion around his neck, felt the smooth metal between his fingers, remembered that young face frozen in death.

      Jimmy Sullivan.

      He found the TiVo remote and rewound the segment. There was desperation in the Brit’s words. He was seeking the truth, swimming against a tsunami of bureaucracy, lies and disinformation. He paused the segment, the Brit’s face frozen on the screen. The man had no idea what he was up against. The evil that had taken his brother was unchallenged, unstoppable —

      Frank’s legs felt weak and he sagged onto the sofa. It was so clear now, like sunlight bursting through the clouds.

      This wasn’t a coincidence.

      And right there on the TV screen, was a man adrift, battling against an unseen evil, his desperate plea a last throw of the dice. And his brother Jimmy, the seed, the genesis of it all.

      Frank grabbed a pencil and paper from the table and scribbled some hurried notes. Then he gathered his things.

      

      Frank stood in the doorway of Hays’ office, hands in his coat pocket.

      The reverend was sat behind his desk, punching numbers into a calculator and scribbling on a pad. He looked up.

      “I think I’ve found a way,” Frank announced.

      Hays leaned back in his chair. “You’re leaving?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “That’s a mighty quick decision, Frank.”

      “It’s hard to explain. There’s a man I can help. He doesn’t know it yet but I can ease his suffering.”

      “You know this person?”

      “No, but we’re connected. I need to find him. Give him some peace.”

      “I understand you need to right some wrongs, Frank, but this is kinda sudden, don’t you think?”

      Frank shook his head.“It feels right. I have to do this.”

      “The path to salvation can be a long and difficult one. Evil is out there, watching and waiting, looking to foul things up for righteous men.”

      “I know all about evil, reverend. We go way back.” He pulled the Beretta from his coat pocket and laid it on Hays’ desk. “Could you take care of this for me? For the record, I’ve never used it. I took it from a kid in Phoenix one night. A desperate kid.”

      Hays hesitated. “Sure,” he said, wrapping his handkerchief over it and placing it in a desk drawer. “You need money? I don’t have much but  —  ”

      “Thanks, I’m good.”

      Frank pulled his beanie hat over his ears, tucking his ponytail up inside.

      Hays walked around his desk. “You sure about this, Frank?”

      “Certain.”

      The Reverend held out his hand. “Then good luck to you, son. Never forget that Jesus will be with you every step of your journey. And we’ll be praying for you too, right here in Harlem.”

      “I appreciate that.”

      “Wait a sec.”

      Hays walked over to the coat stand in the corner. “I want you to have this. It’s my personal travel Bible. I’ve had it since I was a young preacher.”

      Frank turned over the small, leather-bound book in his hands. “I can’t take this. It’s too personal.”

      “Nonsense. It’ll be there for you on your journey, like it was on mine. My card’s in there too, in case you need to talk. Call me anytime, day or night.”

      “Thank you.” Emotion squeezed Frank’s throat.

      “Come back to us, when you’re ready to start your life again.”

      Frank nodded. “Sure.”

      He stepped forward and gave the pastor a warm hug. “Goodbye, reverend. And thank you.”

      He left without another word, through the back door and out into the alley. The cold air felt good on his skin, the sound of fresh snow crunching underfoot as he reached the street. The crippling remorse, the fear and panic that had plagued him for years, was gone. He paused for a moment, watching the pavements, the roads, the sky above. Then he took a deep breath and set off, heading south, towards Manhattan.

      Frank Marshall was back from the dead.

      And back on the grid.
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      He woke in a cell inside Belgravia police station.

      He swung his legs off the mattress and stood up, blinking beneath the harsh strip light. The chaos of the previous day was a distant memory, the slamming of doors, the stomp of standard-issue boots, the shouts. All he heard now was the drip of the stainless steel toilet pan in his cell, the faint rumble of early morning traffic out in the street.

      And the jangle of keys outside his cell. The inspection flap scraped open.

      “Take a step back, chum.”

      Roy did as he was told. The door swung inwards. “Duty sergeant wants a word,” said an overweight gaoler. He pointed to Roy’s feet. “You can put your trainers on.”

      A few moments later Roy was standing in front of the custody desk, his personal possessions sealed in a clear plastic bag in front of him.

      “It’s your lucky day,” the sergeant said, pushing the bag across the counter. “You’re being released without charge.”

      “That’s because I didn’t do anything.”

      “You say so. I’ll need your autograph.”

      Roy signed the paperwork, slipped his belt on, and was escorted off the premises.

      He was glad to be out in the fresh air. He found a coffee shop near Victoria Station, bought a latte and a newspaper, the first few pages splashed with lurid pictures of yesterday’s riot. He pointed to the TV in the corner and asked the waitress if they had MSNBC. She shrugged her shoulders. He finished his coffee and headed for the station.

      Roy was back on the Fitzroy by mid-morning. He dropped his clothes in the washing basket and stepped into the shower, soaping away the memory of his overnight accommodations. He changed into sweatpants and a T-shirt and fired up his laptop. He scoured the internet for his segment but found nothing. He collapsed onto his bed, frustrated.

      He read his paper.

      He dozed.

      The musical chime of a text message woke him from a deep slumber.

      In future, don’t make promises you can’t keep.

      Roy rolled off the bed. Shit. Max’s football match.

      He hurried into the hallway, hopping into his trainers and tugging on a jacket. He was out of the door in less than a minute, wheeling his decrepit racing bike down the stairs and pedalling for the main road.

      The school was a private one, a couple of miles to the west of Kingston town. It had walled grounds and impressive spires, and a boating club with private moorings along the Thames. Roy whizzed through the wrought-iron gates and headed towards the green chessboard of sports pitches at the rear of the school. He bounced onto the grass, skirting the half-dozen rugby matches in progress, and headed for the soccer pitch at the far edge of the playing fields.

      He propped his bike beneath the branches of a large oak tree and took a moment to catch his breath.

      Two teams of energetic kids chased a football up and down the pitch while a group of well-heeled adults shouted encouragement from the touchline. Roy spotted Max almost immediately, and not because he was on the pitch impressing the others with his skills: instead he played alone, clumsily kicking a ball around behind the grown-ups, his small body swamped in oversized shorts and shirt, his mind lost in a world of its own.

      Roy hesitated.

      No one had seen him yet. He could turn around and head home, send a text, make some sort of excuse. As he wrestled with his options he saw Vicky peel away from the touchline and march across the grass.

      Busted.

      She came to a halt in front of him, her pretty face furrowed in anger.

      “You made a promise.”

      “I know, I  —  ”

      ”He’s six years old. What’s wrong with you?”

      “Nothing.”

      She looked great. Dark brown hair expensively cut, tanned skin and perfect teeth, a smart black overcoat with a silver faux fur collar, black knee-length suede boots. A long way from the cute graduate he’d met way back when. He felt long-buried emotions stirring, then reminded himself that Vicky wasn’t that same person anymore.

      “A real father wouldn’t desert his son like this.”

      “Here we go.”

      “It’s not Max’s fault.”

      “How many time have I told you, it’s not about Max.”

      “Liar.”

      The wind ruffled the collar of her coat in tiny silver waves. “It doesn’t have to be this way, you know.”

      Roy raised an eyebrow. “Meaning?”

      Vicky stared at her designer boots. “Nothing. Doesn’t matter.”

      “Where’s whatsisname?”

      “Nate’s working.”

      “Nate,” Roy muttered. “Stupid name.”

      “Grow up, Roy. Go say hello to your son.”

      He watched her stamp off towards a clutch of well-groomed women, their cold eyes appraising Roy’s rusted bike, his mud-speckled sweatpants and tatty combat jacket. He could read it in their faces; he was that Roy, Vicky’s mistake, poor Max’s indifferent father. The loser. He gave them a sarcastic wave.

      Max was toe-poking the ball around, floppy brown hair bouncing as he ran. His movements were clumsy, his tongue protruding between his lips as he focused on kicking the ball at his feet.

      “Hey, Max!”

      Roy squatted down and spread his arms wide. The ball ran past him, quickly followed by an oblivious Max who puffed after it. Roy caught his arm and scooped him off the ground. He held him in a gentle embrace.

      “Sorry for being late, Max,” he whispered in the boy’s ear. Daddy had a bit of trouble.”

      The child responded with a faint whine of protest. He was a rag doll in Roy’s arms. Defeated, Roy let him down. “Go and play, then.”

      He heard the rustle of dry leaves behind him, heavy footfalls beating the ground.

      A flash of grey hair swept by, coat tails flapping, the ball scooped from under Max’s feet then dribbled around him with enviable speed and dexterity. Max squealed with delight.

      “Come on, son, show us what you got!”

      The man turned this way and that, running proverbial rings around Max who chased him with unbridled joy. Then he took a big swing and hoofed the ball into the distance. Max’s little legs pumped after it.

      “That’s it, son, go get it!”

      Roy’s stomach lurched.

      Sammy French smiled, watching Max chase the ball across the grass. “Look at him go. Like shit off a shovel.” He turned back to Roy. “You ever watch them Paralympics? I saw a mongoloid kid bench-press six hundred pounds once. Fucking amazing.”

      He shoved his hands in his pockets.

      “Been a long time, eh Roy? I’d say you look well, but I’d be lying.”

      Sammy French was six years older and four inches taller than Roy, with long grey hair that swept back from his suntanned forehead and nestled in gelled curls over the collar of his coat. He had ice-blue eyes and a sharp, angular face that men thought dangerous and women ruggedly handsome. His smile was Hollywood white, his athletic build always wrapped in expensive clothes. Even today, on a windswept playing field, Sammy French looked like he’d stepped out of the pages of an Armani winter catalogue, uber-cool in a fawn trench coat, designer jeans and brown suede shoes. He had the looks, the money, a big property portfolio, and a dangerous reputation. He was everything Roy wasn’t. No wonder some of Vicky’s friends eyed him from the touchline.

      Sammy cocked a thumb over his shoulder. “How old’s the boy?”

      “Six.”

      “A spastic from birth, eh? Must be tough.”

      Roy bristled. “He’s got a few learning difficulties, that’s all. Development issues. He’s getting treatment. We don’t say spastic anymore.”

      Sammy’s face darkened. “You trying to tell me how to speak, Roy?”

      “No, I  —  ”

      “That’s what I thought. Hang on, it’s coming back.”

      Max puffed towards them, chasing after his ball. Sammy brightened.

      “Give it here, twinkle toes.” He trapped the ball beneath his shoe then kicked it into the distance again. Max spun around and chased after it.

      Roy cringed as Sammy moved closer and laid a hand on his shoulder. “I was sorry to hear about your brother.”

      “Thanks.”

      “A gobby little fucker as I remember. Shame what happened to him.”

      “No one knows what happened. Officially he’s still missing.”

      “So’s Lord Lucan, and he ain’t coming back either. I’ll say one thing about him, Jimmy had bottle. I could’ve used someone like him, ex-Para and all that. Went missing in Baghdad, right?”

      “He wasn’t in Baghdad. The official story is bullshit.”

      “Poor bastard. That’s one place you don’t want to go walkabout.” He turned his collar up against a fine mist of rain that swept in across the playing fields. “Anyway, it’s you I need to speak to.”

      “Me?”

      “Correct. I need a favour.”

      “A favour?”

      Roy paled. It’d been years since they’d spoken, although Sammy was a local face around Kingston, flitting between his many businesses in a white convertible Bentley. Sammy French lived in another universe compared to Roy, so what the hell could he want from him? Whatever it was, Roy had a feeling it wouldn’t be legal.

      “It’s a bad time at the moment, Sammy. I’ve got a lot on my plate.”

      “Haven’t we all.”

      The final whistle shrilled, signalling the end of the match. Roy watched the mud-caked boys on the pitch shake hands, a signal for the parents to hurry en masse for the car park as the fine mist strengthened into a steady rain. He saw Vicky pop up a Burberry umbrella and call to Max.

      “I’ve got to go,” Roy said, backing away from Sammy’s glare. “Sorry I couldn’t help.”

      Vicky was tugging a sweatshirt over Max’s head. Roy smoothed the boy’s hair down.

      “Hey, Max, you did really good today.”

      Vicky sheltered them both with the brolly. “He’s soaking. I have to get him to the car.” She glanced over Roy’s shoulder. “Who’s that?”

      Roy saw Sammy waiting a short distance away, oblivious to the rain.

      “No one. An old friend.”

      “He looks upset.”

      “He was born that way.” Roy leaned over and kissed Max on his head. “I’ll see you soon, Max, I promise.”

      Vicky forced a smile. “We won’t hold our breath, will we, Max? Say bye-bye to Daddy.”

      He watched her hurry away.

      Between him and his pushbike, Sammy stood immobile, hands thrust into his pockets, shoulders damp from the rain. As Roy approached Sammy produced his mobile and speed-dialled a number. “Start the car, Tank. I’ll be there in five.”

      Roy swallowed hard. Sammy wasn’t going to let it go. They faced off in silence, in the rain, until the playing fields were empty. Then Sammy closed the gap between them.

      “That was a bit naughty, walking off like that. You didn’t even hear me out.”

      “Listen, Sammy, I don’t  —  ”

      The punch landed just below the rib cage, expelling the air from Roy’s lungs and dumping him on the wet grass. Roy flinched as Sammy grabbed the collar of his combat jacket and dragged him beneath the shadow of the tree. He yanked him up and kicked him hard, sending him careering into the pushbike. Roy fell to the ground in a painful heap, bike wheels spinning on top of him. Sammy grabbed it and threw it to one side. He wasn’t out of breath, his face showed no signs of anger; this was Sammy French, taking care of business. He slapped the dirt from his hands.

      “I don’t like being disrespected, Roy.”

      “Jesus Christ, take it easy, Sammy.”

      Roy touched his lower lip, muddy fingers red with blood.

      Sammy loomed over him. “Like I said, I need a favour. It’s not a request.”

      He squatted down and pulled a hankie from his pocket. He handed it to Roy, who pressed it to his lips. Blood blossomed. Sammy spoke.

      “I might’ve moved up to the big house, but I like to keep my ear to the ground, find out what the old Fitzroy faces are up to, who’s been banged up, who’s dead. Who’s working, what they do.”

      Oh shit.

      “You work at Heathrow, right Roy? Borders Agency, Terminal Three?”

      Roy shook his head. “I won’t do anything dodgy  —  ”

      Sammy whipped his arm back and cracked Roy around the face with an open-handed slap. He grabbed him by the collar and twisted the material in his large fist. “You’ll do as you’re told, you little cunt. Understand?”

      Roy nodded, withering before Sammy’s icy glare. The big man suddenly thawed, veneers like pearls in the gloom.

      “In the meantime don’t do anything stupid, like change your job or go on holiday. Business as usual, got it?”

      Roy nodded again.

      “Good boy. I’ll be in touch.”

      Roy watched him duck under the branches and head across the playing fields in long, loping strides. He pulled himself up, swatting the wet grass and mud from his clothes. His lip stung and his hand shook when he dabbed his mouth. He never imagined he’d cross paths with Sammy French again.

      And he was frightened.

      He wheeled his bike from under the tree and headed across the grass towards the distant gates. His legs felt too weak to pedal. When Sammy wanted something, he got it. Roy’s immediate thought was drugs; Sammy must be sending a mule through customs, and Roy would have to turn a blind eye. What else could it be? And what if it went wrong? Arrest, a lengthy prison sentence, his security clearance gone, which meant no job and no future worth thinking about. He’d be trapped on the Fitzroy forever, scraping by on benefits.

      He thought of Jimmy then, longed for the comfort of his brother’s company, his wise counsel. But Jimmy was gone. Roy had no one to turn to.

      The wind picked up, rain lancing across the playing fields in cold, silver sheets. He mounted his bike and pedalled out through the main gates. He barely noticed the weather, the passing traffic, the clouds of cold, fine spray. As he neared Kingston town centre the traffic began to snarl, brake lights blooming, windscreen wipers beating off the rain. Roy weaved through it at speed; with any luck someone would jump the lights and hit him, or maybe he’d slide on a manhole cover and break a leg. No Roy, no favour.

      Then he thought about the pain he’d have to suffer, the potential for serious injury, disability, or even death, and that scared him even more.

      Roy kept moving, heading for the grimy cluster of tower blocks that loomed in the distance.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 4


          

          
            CAPSTONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Located thirty miles east of Denver, the Golden Gate Canyon State Park is an area of breathtaking natural beauty, comprising rugged mountains, pine forests and lush meadows covering over twelve thousand acres of pristine real estate.

      For the average visitor there’s plenty on offer: hunting, fishing, trekking, and when the snows sweep down from Canada in late November, a whole host of winter sports, triggering the seasonal stampede to the Rocky Mountains.

      Just over half a mile northeast of the park’s visitor centre, a hard-packed dirt road intersects a gentle curve on the Crawford Gulch Road. Staked out with Private Property, No Trespassing signs, the road runs straight for a hundred yards then bends right into a narrow, steep-sided and densely wooded valley.

      Josh Keyes knew that from the moment he turned off the blacktop and onto that road his approach was being monitored. As he powered the Grand Cherokee Jeep up the first mile he knew he’d already passed at least a dozen cameras. He also knew that the mountain he was driving towards was sown with motion sensor systems, thermal imaging cameras, pressure pads, optical beams and ground radar. To back up the technology, security teams of private military contractors were on standby to ward off any trespassers.

      But it hadn’t always been like that.

      As he rounded another bend high above the valley, Josh recalled the first and only breach, back when they were still breaking ground.

      A moderately influential conspiracy blogger had turned his spotlight on the curious project underway at Blue Grouse Peak. He’d encouraged his followers to ask questions, apply pressure, to find out why the FAA had issued a Prohibited Airspace order above the area. The blogger himself had hiked up through the forests and went to work with his video camera for two days before a security team rumbled him. His body was eventually discovered sixty miles away, at the foot of a popular mountain trail. An autopsy found traces of cocaine and marijuana in his bloodstream. A search of his home computer uncovered hundreds of pornographic images of children. The story soon died.

      The Committee didn’t screw around.

      But the episode had unnerved them. That’s why security was paramount, why they kept the legend of Bohemian Grove alive, the annual frat party in the Californian woods that attracted the attention of every conspiracy nut in the country, and drew attention away from Blue Grouse Peak. Smoke and mirrors, Josh smiled. The Committee were masters at it.

      He rounded another bend, and then the plateau opened up before him, a wide, snowy meadow dotted with Scots pines that sloped up toward the magnificent lodge built beneath the jagged bluffs. Josh was always impressed, not just by the architecture or the way the facility blended in with the surrounding landscape. No, it was what lay behind those thick granite walls that impressed him most.

      He followed the road until it dipped beneath the building into a huge underground parking lot. It was almost empty and would remain so until closer to the Transition. That’s when they would come, to escape the death and anarchy of the cities. He parked the Jeep, swiped and scanned his way through the security cage, and took an elevator to the complex above.

      The lobby of The Eyrie reminded Josh of the Park Hyatt in Chicago, all polished floors and thick rugs, expensive furniture, discerning artworks, and long-drop light clusters hanging from the cathedral-like ceiling. One wall was all glass, offering a spectacular view of a snow-dusted valley. And that was just the lobby.

      The Eyrie boasted a hundred lavish suites, three restaurants, two bars, a cinema, gymnasium and health spa, and a host of other luxuries. There was a state of the art communications centre, conference rooms, a barracks for the security force and two, all-weather helipads. It was more than a luxury retreat; it was a redoubt, a command and control hub, one of several dotted across the globe, built by the Elites, for the Elites. Or it would be, once the Transition began. Right now, it was pretty empty.

      As he cut across the lobby Josh recognised a couple of faces: the current Defence Secretary, the Chinese wife of a billionaire computer mogul, a Nobel Prize-winning geneticist, a British blue blood. No one paid Josh any attention, except for the uniformed clerk behind the sweeping reception desk.

      “Good afternoon, Mister Keyes. They’re expecting you in conference room three.”

      “Thanks.”

      He took the elevator back down a couple of levels. He checked his reflection in the elevator doors, smoothed his neatly trimmed black hair, a legacy of his Navajo ancestry. That, and his hunting skills of course.

      The doors swished open. He walked along a polished granite corridor to conference room three. He paused outside the door and cleared his throat.

      A man and a woman waited for him inside, both middle-aged and suited, trusted advisors of the most senior Committee members. And both very pissed off.

      No words were exchanged as Josh took a seat. He produced a memory stick and inserted it into the tablet waiting for him on the table. The lights in the room dimmed. CCTV footage began to play on the room’s huge projection wall.

      “These are the latest images of Frank Marshall,” Josh began.

      On the wall Frank was seen from several different camera angles entering a bank, crossing the lobby, speaking to an employee.

      “Where was this taken?” Freya Lund inquired in her lilting Swedish accent. She was a severe-looking broad, snow white hair swept back off a thin, tanned face, wrinkled neck protruding from a starched white shirt beneath a black suit jacket. She reminded Josh of a Quaker. Probably hadn’t been laid in decades.

      “Yesterday, nine-oh-two am, Bank of America, Manhattan. He accessed a personal deposit box in the vault.”

      “Why didn’t we know about it?” the man next to her barked.

      His name was Beeton. His boss was once a blue-collar guy too, his construction business growing from a single mall in Cincinnati to one of the world’s largest commercial construction empires. It was the billionaire’s company that had built The Eyrie, and Beeton was his consigliere. With his gnarled hands, shaved head and flattened nose, Beeton was a man not unfamiliar with physical violence, a Teamster leg-breaker in his younger days. Or so the rumours went.

      “I guess he never declared it,” Josh said.

      Lund tutted. “This is a clear breach of policy.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “How did we detect him?”

      “He used a fingerprint reader to gain access to the vault. The bank’s entry-point system is interfaced with the Homeland Security network and we got a hit. A security team was scrambled, but Frank was back on the street and gone in less than ninety seconds.”

      Lund scribbled notes on a yellow legal pad. “Do we know what was in the box?”

      Josh shrugged. “Hard to say.”

      “Humour us,” Beeton growled.

      He reminded Josh of a city detective, tie askew, sleeves rolled up, thick forearms folded in front of him. The sort of guy who would enjoy beating out a confession.

      “Knowing Frank, I’d say cash, credit cards, a passport or two. Rainy day stuff.”

      “The box is not the problem,” Lund said. “It’s Marshall himself. He’s been on the ground since TWA eight hundred. He has intimate knowledge of our organisation and its operations. Especially Messina.”

      Beeton slapped a gnarly hand on the table. “Why in God’s name haven’t we picked this maniac up yet?”

      Because Frank Marshall is a smart guy, Josh didn’t say.

      He glanced at the footage looping on the screen, saw Frank push his way through the bank’s revolving doors out onto the street, a large black holdall slung over his shoulder. The sidewalks are packed with commuters, a sea of umbrellas tilted against a heavy rainstorm. Frank pulls on a cap, unfurls a plain umbrella and plunges into the human tide. Within seconds he’s lost. Smart. His former boss looked pale and thin, and Josh found the ponytail faintly amusing, but looks could be deceptive. Frank Marshall was one of the best, totally ruthless.

      Or had been.

      “What about the city’s surveillance network? The MTA systems?”

      Josh shook his head. “Nothing yet.”

      Beeton ran a hand over his shaved head. “Help me understand this, Keyes. One of our most senior security guys bolts from a highly sensitive installation, flies back to the States, disappears in Texas, then stages his own suicide. A few years later he waltzes into a downtown bank, helps himself to the contents of an undeclared strongbox, then disappears like a ghost. Again.” He held up a couple of thick fingers. “I got two questions; how did he stay off the grid that long, and why is he back?”

      “I’ve no idea.”

      “That’s real helpful.”

      Lund said, “Tell us about Marshall’s suicide.”

      “Three days after Frank landed at San Antonio, his clothes, wallet and driving licence were found on the shores of the Amistad Reservoir. His RFID implant went cold about the same time. He was presumed dead after the subsequent investigation.”

      “You failed to notify your superiors that Marshall had absconded from his post in Iraq. Why?” Lund tapped her pen on the table like a schoolmistress. “His seniority and deep involvement with Messina should have prompted your immediate action.”

      Josh shifted in his chair. “Like I told the inquiry, Frank was deeply upset. I figured he’d calm down, call me from Kuwait. It was a mistake.”

      Lund brought the lights back up and scribbled a few more notes on her pad. Then she leaned back in her seat and fixed Josh with cold grey eyes.

      “I’m finding it difficult to understand how we got here, Mister Keyes. Specifically, how you were unaware of Marshall’s mental state prior to his disappearance.”

      Josh glanced at the wall, at the frozen image of Frank Marshall. The compound at Al-Basrah was the last place he’d seen Frank, alone in his office, mumbling incoherently, cuffing tears from his eyes. While Josh had wrestled with his conscience, Frank had left Iraq without warning.

      “I worked closely with Frank Marshall for many years. In all that time his conduct and behaviour never gave me any reason to doubt his mental health. In my view, he was a highly professional, dedicated and respected leader. I trusted him completely.”

      Lund arched a pale eyebrow. “A misguided trust, it would seem. Perhaps you were too close.”

      Josh recalled the impossibly blue sky, his pale reflection in the elevator doors as it transported him far above the streets of Manhattan.

      “I was twenty-four years old when I was assigned to the New York office. My second op put me in the North Tower on the morning of Nine-Eleven. I was in a washroom on the hundred and seventh floor when we got word the planes had gone dark. The truth? I was terrified. Every fibre of my being screamed at me to get the hell out of that building. But Frank was in my ear, coached me all the way. He got me through that morning, and every operation after that. Do I feel a sense of loyalty towards Frank Marshall? Sure I do. Does that loyalty extend to covering the ass of a man who has betrayed me? Who has undermined The Committee’s confidence in me? No, ma’am, it does not.”

      Lund made a hmmm sound. “Is there anything else about Marshall you can tell us? His motivations, intentions, anything?”

      Josh shook his head. “No, ma’am. If Frank Marshall had secrets, he didn’t share them with me.”

      Lund put down her pen and leaned into Beeton’s ear for several moments. Beeton, his eyes never leaving Josh’s, nodded in agreement.

      “Marshall’s intimate knowledge of Messina poses a considerable risk,” Lund announced.

      “I doubt Frank would do anything to expose us, ma’am. In my estimation  —  ”

      Beeton rapped his knuckles on the table. “This isn’t a debate, Keyes. We’re not asking for your opinion here.”

      “Understood, but with all due respect, Frank can’t stop the Transition.”

      Lund shook her head, as if explaining to a child.

      “You’re missing the point, Mister Keyes. Before or after the Transition, it doesn’t matter. What troubles our leaders is the message that Marshall’s continued liberty sends to others in our organisation. Word has spread; a senior figure has abandoned the cause, a man who has intentionally deceived us, and who has managed to avoid detection and capture for some time, despite our efforts and considerable resources. He has challenged our authority, made us appear impotent. This is unacceptable. Do you understand?”

      Josh nodded. “Absolutely, ma’am.”

      “This is a critical period for our organisation,” Lund continued. “As the Transition approaches, some of our people may begin to question their faith in Messina, their role in its implementation, or indeed their very humanity. These are natural reactions, but doubt and uncertainty can do us great damage. What we need now is stability and, more importantly, an unswerving conviction in the path our leaders have chosen. We must be as one, Mister Keyes. Marshall’s continued autonomy jeopardises that.”

      Josh sat in silence as Lund swiped at a message on her phone. She folded her arms, gave Josh a cold stare. “You are to track Marshall down and return him to us for evaluation.”

      Josh raised his eyebrows. “You want him alive? All due respect, I don’t think  —  ”

      Lund silenced him with a raised hand. “Marshall’s capture will send a strong message. Fears will be calmed, faith restored.” She tapped her notes on the table. “A replacement has been found, and your FEMA workload reassigned…”

      No!

      “A field team, plus any additional resources, will be made available to you. Is this understood, Mister Keyes?”

      Beneath the table, Josh balled his fists. This was a demotion, plain and simple. He was out of the loop. He wanted to punch the walls. Instead, he remained poker-faced.

      “Of course.”

      Beeton leaned forward in his chair. “You know the sonofabitch best, Keyes. We don’t care what you have to do, just find him. Right now Marshall’s a goddam tumour that needs cutting out. Quickly.”

      “I’ll take care of it,” Josh assured them.

      “Do that. And after he’s been wrung dry, you can drop the bastard back into that goddam lake. Is that clear?”

      “Crystal.”

      “Good. The clock’s ticking. Any more fuck ups and it’s on you.”

      Lund picked up a telephone, signalling the end of the meeting.

      Josh got to his feet and headed straight for the car park. He had to swallow his anger, focus.

      Outside the sun had set, the eastern slopes shrouded in a cold grey blanket. Josh steered the Grand Cherokee down the twisting dirt road, headlamps slicing through the mist. Did they really think Frank would be picked up that easily, confess his crimes and cheerfully place a noose around his own neck? The Committee wasn’t stupid, no sir, but they had to know that an experienced field operative like Frank would be an extremely hard target to hit. And where to begin? Like all operators, Frank’s real identity had long been erased: birth certificate, medical records, even his social security number. Frank Marshall did not exist, period.

      In fact, there was never any Frank Marshall in the first place.

      Nor a Josh Keyes.

      What was real - and very dangerous - were the lies he’d told to Lund and Beeton.

      He’d not only respected Frank Marshall, he’d felt a deep sense of loyalty to the man. Frank had taken him under his wing from the very beginning, fast-tracking his career, promoting him to trusted lieutenant, anointing Josh with authority, responsibility, praising him to others in the organisation. He owed Frank everything.

      Later, when the anxiety attacks began, the secret boozing and erratic behaviour, Josh had covered his boss’ ass as much as he could. He’d pleaded with Frank to get help, got him prescription drugs, cleaned up his puke, dry-cleaned his suits, stood in for him at meetings. Yet even in his darkest moments, Frank had never confided in him, not once. Josh figured it was some kind of delayed post-traumatic stress. Whatever it was, it had turned his former mentor from a stone-cold killer into a pussy-ass cry-baby. If Josh delivered him to Lund and Beeton in one piece, Frank would probably spill his guts about his breakdown. They would discover the extent of the lies and cover-ups that Josh had committed to save Frank’s drunken ass. If that happened, Josh was finished. The Committee demanded loyalty from its people. Anything else was simply unacceptable. And unforgivable.

      And there was something else too, something that Frank was keeping from everyone, something that made them all nervous.

      He recalled the surveillance footage, the field-craft that had fooled the cameras, that familiar posture, the loping stride, the resolve in those watchful eyes. Whatever mental hellhole Frank had descended into, he’d managed to claw his way out, and now Frank was back.

      More than that, Frank was on a mission.

      Before Josh killed him, he would find out what it was.
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            TRICKY VICKY

          

        

      

    

    
      “Sit down,” Roy mouthed through the glass partition.

      “Please, boss, my brother, he wait for me in Arrivals. Give him message, yes?”

      “Not possible. Take a seat. Someone will see you shortly.”

      He waved the man away and flopped down into a chair. Beyond the security glass, the holding room was populated with seventy or so new arrivals seeking refuge in Britain. Roy knew that most would now be rehearsing stories of torture and persecution for his colleagues in the processing team, but he didn’t blame them. He’d probably do anything to escape whatever Third World shithole they’d flown in from, a recent and vocal observation that had earned him a written warning.

      The blot on his copybook had worried Roy; there wasn’t much work out there, and the irony was if he ever lost his job, he’d probably end up competing for employment with someone on the other side of the glass. He’d done well to get this far, Assistant Immigration Officer. He just had to tread a little more carefully.

      He thought of Sammy and checked his messages. Nothing. There’d been no contact since their run-in at Max’s school. Maybe there’d been a change of plan. Whatever the reason, Roy was glad. As each day passed he began to relax a little more.

      Another new arrival tapped on the security glass.

      It was a woman this time, Somali or Sudanese, Roy guessed, wrapped in a red and green silk gown. There was a vague beauty about her, the light brown eyes, the high cheekbones, perfect white teeth. She held a screaming child up to the glass like a trophy.

      “Baby sick,” she mouthed.

      The kid wailed like a banshee. Roy punched the intercom button. “The doctor will be here soon.”

      “Baby sick,” the woman repeated.

      “Won’t be long,” Roy smiled, ending the conversation.

      The woman stared at him for a moment then turned away, heaving the child onto her hip. He heard the door behind him click and he sprang out of the chair. His team leader, Yasin, marched in. He raised a suspicious grey eyebrow at Roy.

      “Any problems?”

      “Possible sick child. The woman in green.” Roy pointed through the glass.

      “Noted.”

      Yasin clutched a sheaf of folders to his chest and walked along the row of interview booths, placing one at each station. Roy trailed behind him, eager to please. The stench of his written warning followed him like a bad smell.

      “Need a hand, Yaz?”

      “No.”

      Yasin snapped on booth lights as he went, creating a stir on the other side of the glass. He doubled back along the booths, tapping microphones, straightening

      chairs. A young Asian man approached the glass. Yasin raised his hand and leaned into a microphone. He spoke rapid-fire in one of his many dialects. The man hesitated, then stepped back. Yasin nodded his thanks. Roy was impressed. That’s why Yasin was a team leader: a stickler for the rules and the command of several tongues ensured his rapid rise up the promotion ladder. His appearance helped too, the bald dome and large grey beard a magnet for those of the faith who felt they might get a sympathetic ear. Instead, they got the same rigorous interrogation that everyone else got, regardless of race or religion. Yasin was an equal opportunities bastard, but the man was tough on his troops too. They’d been sort-of friends once, during probation. That hadn’t lasted long.

      The door opened again and a line of tired-looking immigration officers filed into the room. They took a booth each as Yasin briefed them. Roy’s phone chimed an incoming message and he stepped out into the corridor:

      I’m downstairs, in Arrivals. Can we meet?

      Roy frowned; Vicky never texted him unless it was to berate him for something, usually Max. He ducked back into the interview room.

      “Yaz, can I take my break early? My ex-wife is here.”

      The team leader glowered at him. “I told you before, it’s Mister Goreja. Remember, you’re already on a warning. You want to return to the ramps?”

      Roy shook his head. He’d worked airside at Gatwick for several years, loading and unloading baggage in long, backbreaking shifts and in all weathers. He’d hated it.

      The older man checked his watch. “Thirty minutes, no more.”

      Roy mumbled his thanks and tapped out a reply to Vicky. He took a back staircase down to the Arrivals concourse.

      The coffee shop was tucked between a newsagent and a currency exchange kiosk. Roy ordered a white coffee. He searched for a table and swore under his breath when he saw another colleague sitting nearby. Colin Furness was in his early sixties, a widower, and a heartbeat away from retirement. Any conversation with the terminally dismal Colin depressed Roy. He didn’t want to end up like that, miserable, embittered by his job yet fearing the emptiness of retirement. The older man saw him and waved.

      “Hi, Colin.”

      “Roy. What brings you over to the dark side?”

      “Meeting the ex. You?”

      “Chemist. Bowels are playing me up something chronic today.”

      “Sorry to hear that,” Roy smiled, moving all the time. “See you later.” Colin looked disappointed.

      He found a table at the back of the room and sat down. He sipped his brew and watched a gaggle of new arrivals filing past the shop. Many were loaded with luggage and duty-free bags, and almost all of them were woefully underdressed for the March weather waiting for them.

      He saw Vicky approaching and waved. She bought a coffee and weaved through the maze of tables towards him. She wore a navy raincoat belted tightly around her waist, her dark hair heaped stylishly upon her head, a pair of expensive-looking sunglasses clamping it all in position.

      “Are you sure you don’t want to sit in the storeroom?” Vicky chided, dropping breathlessly into the chair opposite Roy.

      Roy bristled. Even her accent had changed, far more cultured than it used to be.

      “I’m on a break and I don’t want to get hassled. What are you doing at Heathrow?”

      Vicky looped her laptop bag over the back of her chair and swiped a few stray hairs off her forehead. “I’m doing a human-interest piece, a working mum who happens to be a pilot.”

      Roy smirked. “Not exactly investigative journalism, is it? Still, I guess it’s the best you can hope for at that rag of yours.”

      “The West London Herald has a circulation of over a hundred thousand. That’s hardly a rag, Roy.”

      “Whatever.”

      Roy simmered. Unlike him, Vicky was ambitious, determined. She’d just got her degree in journalism when they’d first met, during that distant, hot summer. A year later and they were married, with Max already on the way. Roy was happy. Vicky, on the other hand, had begun to regret her recklessness. Five years on and his ex-wife had her Masters, a good job, and a smart flat close to the River Thames. They were worlds apart, always had been. Roy knew that from the moment he’d met her. He was still in love with her, he knew that too, but her success intimidated him. And when Roy felt worthless he usually went on the attack.

      “I thought you were a senior reporter? Isn’t that the sort of fluff they give to a work-experience kid?”

      “Everyone mucks in at the Herald. George needs copy for the online edition. I said I’d cover it.”

      “Hardly the big break you’re looking for, is it? Must be killing you.”

      Vicky sipped her coffee, wiping lipstick marks off the rim of her mug. “It’ll come. One has to be patient, that’s all.”

      “One does,” Roy mocked. “Then again there’s always Jimmy. There’s a story, right there.”

      Vicky frowned. “Please, not again.”

      “That’s it, just keep ignoring it. It never goes away for me.”

      She glared at him across the table. “I don’t need reminding, Roy. It’s what broke us, remember?”

      “I don’t get you. It’s an important story, with local interest. Right up the Herald’s street.”

      “It would smack of a personal crusade.”

      “It is.”

      “Yes, for you.” Vicky sighed, nursed her coffee. “Maybe you should face the truth. Jimmy’s been gone for three years. No one comes back alive after that, especially in Baghdad.”

      “How many fucking times do I have to say it? He wasn’t in Baghdad. You heard his voicemail.” He took a breath, swallowed his frustration. “Jimmy was working at some installation near the coast when he went missing. The only thing I can find on the Internet is the ABOT, the Al-Basrah Oil Terminal, where they load the big tankers. It’s a story, Vicky, an important one. You could speak to George, get the Herald to demand answers. No one’s talking to me anymore.”

      “Lots of people go missing in Iraq, Roy. Not just westerners.”

      “So use that angle then.”

      Vicky didn’t answer. Instead, she finished her coffee and scraped the cup to one side. “I need to talk to you about something else, Roy. Something important.”

      “More important than Jimmy?”

      She gave him a hard stare. “At this moment in time, yes.”

      Roy bit his tongue, checked his watch. “Make it quick. I’ve got to go soon.”

      Vicky cleared her throat. “Well, as you know things between Nate and me are going well. We’re serious about each other. And he cares about Max, too.”

      Roy boiled with jealousy. Nate Anderson, a big-shot hedge fund manager, son of a wealthy New York financier. Roy had taken an instant dislike to the man, not just because he was sleeping with his estranged wife, but also because he was taller, better looking and infinitely more successful. He had lots of money, a nice car, and a penthouse apartment that overlooked Hyde Park. Vicky had once said the view was magnificent. Roy had remarked that the view she was probably more familiar with was that of Nate’s bedroom ceiling.

      He’s better at that too, Vicky had smiled.

      Touché, bitch.

      The truth was, the American hailed from a different universe and Vicky had been drawn into his orbit. In a short time, they’d gravitated towards each other like two shining celestial bodies, their compatibility written in the stars. By comparison, Roy felt like an insignificant lump of moon rock. No, more like an alien turd on a lump of moon rock.

      Vicky’s words pulled him back to the table. “Things have changed, Roy. Nate’s been offered a position, a senior one.”

      Roy responded with a sarcastic handclap. “Congratulations. Remind him to take the silver spoon out of his arse before he sits on his new throne.”

      “It’s in New York. He wants Max and me to join him.”

      Roy’s face dropped. “Say again?”

      “He wants us all to go to New York. His family is very influential, so visas and employment won’t be a problem. Max would be taken care of too  —  ”

      “He’s asked you to marry him,” Roy realised.

      Across the table, Vicky took a breath. “Yes. Once things are settled between us.”

      “Settled? That’s cold.”

      “It’s a wonderful opportunity, Roy. There’s a special school for Max in Connecticut. We’re talking the very best in care and facilities.” She reached into her laptop bag. “Here, I printed out their prospectus. That’s for you, to keep.”

      Roy skimmed the pages. It was all ivy-covered buildings and state-of-the-art amenities under a cloudless Connecticut sky.

      “You could come and visit whenever you like,” he heard Vicky say. “We’ll pay your airfare of course.”

      Roy swiped the prospectus to one side. Damp rings of coffee soaked through the paper. “That’s all well and good, but as you rightly pointed out, we’re still married. I’m Max’s father. I have rights.”

      Vicky plucked a tissue from her pocket and blotted the prospectus. She avoided Roy’s sullen gaze. “We wouldn’t do anything without your permission, Roy. Nate has a family lawyer. This could all be done with the minimum of fuss and at no expense to you. You can meet him if you want. I really think  —  ”

      “On what grounds? The divorce, I mean.”

      “We’ve been apart for two years, so a no-fault separation would work. I’m not interested in blame.”

      “Sounds like the paperwork’s already been drawn up.”

      “Nate is taking up his position at the end of next month. He wants us to travel together. As a family.”

      Roy sat in silence for a while. She’d wounded him, but in doing so she’d also handed him a little power. And he intended to use it. He checked his watch again. “I’ve got to get back. I’m late already.”

      Vicky reached across the table. “Please, Roy, we need to discuss this.”

      He shook her hand off his arm. “I don’t have to do anything.” He stood up and leaned over the table. Cold coffee slopped across the prestigious Connecticut school. “You’ve got some nerve, Vicky. You were never there for me, so why should I help you? As for divorce, well, a courtroom might be a good place to get everything out in the open. Like a missing brother-in-law. Someone might actually sit up and take a bit of notice.”

      Vicky shot out of her chair. He could see the pain in her eyes, the angry twist to her mouth.

      “Don’t do this, Roy  —  ”

      “Tough shit. Max stays here. You don’t like it, I’ll see you in court.”

      He dodged between the tables, flushed by his rare victory. He swerved towards the counter and ordered a coffee to go. He heard Vicky’s heels clicking angrily from the coffee shop, and the satisfaction of his triumph quickly faded. Vicky wanted a new life, that was all, but Roy still found it difficult to forgive her. In the early days, she’d been sympathetic about Jimmy while Roy had chased shadows. They’d talked, and argued, then fought, long and hard. Bitterness had turned to poison. Vicky had left, taking Max with her. She’d joined the Herald, but shied away from the story for fear of getting burned by her personal involvement. Roy hated her for it, but deep down he knew she was right. Jimmy was gone. A newspaper story, if there was one, wouldn’t bring him back. Vicky had broken his heart, twice. All he wanted now was revenge, and she’d given him the opportunity to exact it. Yet surprisingly, it didn’t make him feel any better. At that moment he wasn’t sure whom he disliked more, himself or Vicky.

      Out on the concourse, he took a detour to the men’s toilet. He threw his half-finished coffee into a waste bin. He urinated then washed his hands. He dried them on a fistful of paper towels that followed the coffee into the bin.

      The radio on his hip crackled.

      He left the toilet. Not once did he look in the mirror.

      

      At that exact moment, a hundred feet away, Frank Marshall was moving through the Arrivals hall towards the exit.

      He’d passed through customs without incident, using one of the passports taken from his personal strongbox in Manhattan. In this case it was a Belgian one, in the name of Doug LeBreton, and although Frank’s face had changed since the original photo was taken, it hadn’t changed that much. Gone were the ponytail and the scruffy clothes; now Frank wore a grey suit and blue tie, a black raincoat draped over one arm, a leather carry-on in his hand. He looked like a businessman, not the first-class type but more of a travelling salesman, an eighty-hour-a-week guy who lived for commission and would travel anywhere to get it. Generic. Forgettable. Like the rest of his fellow passengers on the American Airlines red-eye flight, he looked a little beat, having endured a bumpy ride east in the grip of a fast-moving jet stream. The aircraft had landed on time, and now he had a thirty-minute window, maybe less, to get clear of the airport.

      Overhead signs pointed him to subways and bus stops. Frank kept moving towards the cab rank beyond the terminal doors. Outside the air was cold and damp, the grey sky already darkening, the roar of distant aircraft competing with the black snake of taxicabs rattling in front of the terminal. He spied the cameras overhead, the faces of the crowd around him, the cars that loitered nearby. He had fifteen minutes now, maybe less. Soon the phones would be ringing in a dozen agencies across Europe, Doug LeBreton’s mugshot broadcast to police, security services, Interpol and others. He kept his head low and shuffled forward to the head of the line. A black cab squealed to a stop and Frank ducked inside.

      “Where to, mate?”

      “London. The West End.”

      The cab pulled away. Frank spun around in his seat, swiping the condensation from the rear window. He watched the traffic behind them, saw no wild movements, no sudden acceleration or changes of direction. They joined the freeway into the city. As the driver answered a personal phone call, Frank shoved the now-useless Belgian passport deep behind his seat.

      Just before they reached the sprawl of Hammersmith, Frank ordered the driver to pull over. He paid the man in cash and disappeared into the darkness of a nearby park, emerging onto a busy high street on the other side.

      He checked a route map and mingled with a group of shoppers clustered beneath the shelter of a bus stop. He waited ten minutes and boarded a bus towards southwest London.

      An hour later he checked into a modest hotel on Richmond Hill. The lobby was empty when he arrived and he paid cash, in advance, for two weeks. For an extra hundred, the manager was persuaded to overlook the formalities and Frank was given his key. The room was clean and comfortable, and the view beyond the window provided a glimpse of the River Thames at the bottom of the hill.

      He took a long shower, switched the lights off, and stretched out on the bed.

      For the first time in forty-eight hours, he could relax a little. As his breathing slowed and sleep beckoned, Frank clutched the dog-eared travel Bible to his chest and thought about the path of redemption he’d chosen. He was a way down that path now, his sights set on another who was lost, who mourned a loved one and sought closure.

      Frank would deliver that closure, and more, before the demons, both real and imagined, caught up with him again.

      And when they did, Frank would destroy them all.
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            DANGER CLOSE

          

        

      

    

    
      The bus rumbled to a stop outside the Fitzroy Estate.

      Roy shuffled off with a dozen others and trudged beneath the concrete archway, a fine mist falling through the yellow wash of street lamps. On nights like these the estate reminded Roy of a prison, dull grey concrete blocks surrounding the exercise yard, the long balconies stacked on top of each other like tiers of cells. Only this prison had no guards, no watchtowers or lockdown. There were no bars or fences either, but Roy felt trapped within its walls just the same.

      Two men loitered on the first floor landing. They were draped over the balcony, the pungent smell of cannabis drifting in the air. Roy recognised one of them, his neighbour’s latest boyfriend. Dwayne, or something. He seemed oblivious to the cold, wearing only jeans and a white vest. A comb with a black fist handle poked out of his unkempt afro. The other man was better dressed for the weather, a New York baseball cap pulled low over his brow, a black hoodie over that, black jeans and trainers. The street robber’s uniform of choice. They stopped talking as Roy approached.

      “Evening,” Roy muttered, fiddling with his key.

      They didn’t answer, and neither did Roy expect them to. This was the Fitzroy, after all.

      He shut the front door behind him.

      He kicked his shoes off and made a cup of tea in the kitchen. He used the rest of the water to stir up a curry-flavoured Pot Noodle and retired to the living room. He slumped onto the couch in front of the TV. He ate. He channel surfed. He was bored and tired, but not enough to go to bed. He toyed with his phone, considered texting an apology to Vicky. He decided against it. She was probably with Nate.

      He stretched out on the sofa, found a late night movie on the TV, one about a kid who could jump through time and space just by using the power of thought. He wished he could do that too.

      He fell asleep.

      The phone trembled on the coffee table.

      Roy bolted upright, startled. He cuffed saliva from the corner of his mouth and fumbled for the remote. The time-jumper was gone, replaced by a man and woman kissing in soft, black and white focus and speaking in posh voices. He snapped the TV off. He scooped up his phone: almost one in the morning. He didn’t recognise the number. He thought it might be Vicky, a new phone maybe, but calling him wasn’t her style. She was a texter, her messages always sharp, disapproving.

      “Hello?”

      “Open the door, Roy.”

      Oh shit.

      “Sammy?”

      “Open the door. Leave the lights off.”

      The phone went dead. Roy sprang off the couch. He dropped the bolt on the front door, eased it open, peered along the landing. Deserted, the prison silent, slumbering like a dormant volcano. Then he heard movement in the stairwell, footsteps, the rustle of clothing. He retreated back down the hallway. A familiar shadow loomed in the doorway; Tank, Sammy’s minder.

      “In the sitting room,” she commanded.

      Tank’s voice growled like a man’s. She was a former cage fighter, and used to work the door at one of Sammy’s nightspots. She was tall, just over six feet, and had one of those dreadlock Mohawks that was woven into a thick clump across her head. She was the butchest, most intimidating woman Roy had ever met. He slapped the light off.

      “Pull the curtains.”

      Roy scraped them together.

      He heard the front door close, the bolt slide into place. His legs felt hollow.

      Two men entered the sitting room. The light came back on. Sammy’s face was shrouded in an expensive designer hoodie.

      “Jesus Christ, Sammy, you scared me to death.”

      Roy cursed himself for uttering the word. He didn’t want to put ideas in anyone’s head.

      Sammy flicked his hood off and smoothed his grey mane. “Shut up.”

      Roy complied. Then glanced at the other man in the room, the one dwarfed between Sammy and Tank, a little older, fifties, carrying a black sports bag and wearing a dark coat and jeans. His balding grey hair was shaved close, his broken nose spread wide across his deeply lined face. He sat down on the couch and kicked his trainers off. He produced a packet of cigarettes from his coat pocket and lit one. Sammy broke the difficult silence.

      “Roy, this is Derek. He’s going to be staying here for a bit.”

      “He’s what?”

      Derek nailed him with a malignant stare. “Put the kettle on, son. I’m dying for a cuppa.”

      He was a Scot, his accent thick and harsh. Roy’s feet were rooted to the carpet. “Say again?” he stammered.

      Derek glanced at Sammy. “Forrest fucking Gump, this one.” He sniggered, but the humour never made it to his cold grey eyes. “Tea. Now.”

      Roy willed his legs to move and headed for the kitchen. He filled the kettle, grabbed a mug from an overhead cupboard. Sammy trailed in behind him.

      “What’s going on, Sammy?”

      “Derek needs to lay low for a while.”

      “He can’t stay here.”

      “Yes he can. You live alone, rarely go out, no girlfriend — wait a minute, you’re not a poof, are you, Roy?”

      “Course not.”

      Sammy smiled. “Just checking. Like I say, you live alone, no regular visitors. You and Derek are a good fit.”

      Roy’s mind raced. “There’s no room.”

      “Really? Far as I can tell you’ve got two bedrooms in this shoebox.”

      “Yeah, mine and Max’s.”

      Sammy’s smile disappeared. “Don’t lie to me. That kid hasn’t stayed here for over a year. The mums down at the school, they like to gossip. Seems you’re not pulling your weight as a dad, ignoring the kid. Still, I can see why; when the fruit of your loins turns out to be a window-licker, I guess it’s hard to connect on an emotional level. And your ex, she thinks you’re a loser. The word is, she wouldn’t let him come within a thousand yards of this shithole. Smart girl.”

      He took a step closer, looming over Roy. “Derek stays. And a word of advice; him and me go back a long way, so I recommend you pay him the appropriate level of respect.

      “Course,” Roy mumbled, pulling open a drawer and fishing for a spoon. There was no point in arguing. His life had just gone up a few notches on the shit-o-meter. Or down. Whatever. “How long will he be here?”

      “A few weeks. Six, tops.”

      Roy’s eyes widened. “Six weeks? Jesus Christ, I’ve got a life here, Sammy.”

      “All evidence to the contrary.”

      Sammy produced a thick roll of fifty-pound notes from his pocket and peeled several off. “That’s for Derek’s keep. He likes a drink, but he’s a punchy drunk, so stay out of his way when he’s on one.” He slapped the wad onto the counter.

      Roy stared at the money, more cash than he’d held in his wallet for longer than he could remember. He had a sudden mental image of himself at the airport, boarding a plane, squeezing into a window seat, flying off to the sun, Sammy’s cash stuffed into his pocket. Never coming back.

      The image melted away as a cold sweat prickled Roy’s skin. “This is about my job, right, Sammy?”

      “Bingo.”

      “I can’t do anything illegal. They don’t just sack you, they prosecute.”

      “You’d better be careful then.”

      Roy felt a rush of panic. He wanted to charge past Sammy, out through the front door, run until his lungs burst. Coarse laughter drifted in from the room next door.

      “Don’t make me do this,” Roy whispered. “You know I’m straight, always have been. I just want a quiet life. I can’t afford to get mixed up in  —  ”

      Sammy grabbed Roy around the throat and slammed his head against a kitchen unit. Pain flashed and crockery rattled. Sammy’s strong fingers dug into his neck. Roy wheezed.

      “Sammy, please  —  ”

      The kettle whistled, filling the kitchen with steam.

      Sammy grabbed it with his free hand.

      “You ever watch the History Channel Roy? I saw this programme once, about the Roman Empire. Back then they used to pour molten lead into people’s mouths as a form of execution. Cruel fuckers, eh?”

      He held the kettle close. Roy could feel the heat on his cheek.

      “We can work things out a couple of ways, Roy. Tank wanted me to use violence. She gets off on it, crazy fucking bitch.”

      He lowered the kettle and dropped his hand. Roy coughed and spluttered.

      “I said no. I told her, I’ve known Roy Sullivan since he was a kid. Violence would work, sure, but I’m going to cut him some slack, for old time’s sake. No rough stuff, just these.” Sammy handed over his mobile. “Scroll through them. Some good ones there.”

      Roy took the phone. He jolted as if he’d been stung. The picture on the screen was of him, seated in a booth in an unfamiliar night spot, a drink in one hand, giving the camera the finger with the other, a stupid grin plastered across his chops. He swiped the screen: a topless girl straddled across his lap, platinum-blond hair falling down her back, voluminous breasts thrust in Roy’s face. What the hell?

      “Keep going,” Sammy urged.

      Roy did as he was told. With each image the mood darkened; clinking glasses with two hard-looking men, one shaven-headed, the other lank-haired, both suited, both tattooed, dead eyes and expensive wristwatches. A serious Roy, in deep conversation with same. Roy doing a line of coke.

      The last picture was the worst; the lap dancer again, staring into the camera, her face ashen, eyes blackened, a deep cut across the bridge of her nose. Dried blood caked her hairline, her lips. Sammy snatched the phone from Roy’s trembling hand.

      “That’s Tank’s handiwork. Sofia didn’t mind too much, though. You know what Polish birds are like, hard as nails. She got well paid too. In any case, she’d swear in court that it was you who did that.”

      “Me?”

      Roy was suffering from system overload. It looked like him in the photos, but he didn’t remember any of it. He must have a double —

      “Yes, you,” confirmed Sammy. “You made it easy, leaving your glass on the bar while you popped to the Ladies. I bet you don’t even remember leaving The Duke.”

      “The Duke?”

      “Thought so. Anyway, I don’t think a night on the gear with a couple of jailbirds would go down too well at work. As for the sexual assault on poor little Sofia  —  ”

      “I didn’t touch her. I’ve never seen her before in my life.”

      “The camera never lies, Roy. Your fingerprints are all over her arse.” Sammy flicked through the images again. “Seriously, there’re some cracking shots there. Oh, she reported the assault to the police, by the way. Made a statement, gave a description, of you, in fact. Not an accurate one, not enough to get you lifted, but she’ll pick you out of a line-up if she has to. You see where all this is going, Roy? You’re at a crossroads, and you’ve got two options.”

      He waved his phone in Roy’s face.

      “Option one; you fuck things up for me and this little photo shoot will find its way into the hands of the law. Then, after you’ve done your bird and you’re rebuilding your shitty little life, I’ll be there to remind you how you fucked things up. And that’ll never stop, Roy. Ever.”

      Sammy leaned against the counter, folded his arms.

      “Judging by the look on your face, I’m guessing you’re going for option two.”

      “What do you want?” Roy finally managed to croak.

      “Derek’s going to catch a plane. I’ll let you know which one when the time comes. All you have to do is get him onto that plane, avoiding the usual formalities. You know, stuff like customs and security checks. Walk him through the terminal unmolested and get him to the gate. That’s it.”

      In any other situation, Roy would’ve laughed. Smuggle someone onto a plane? In this day and age? Then he realised Sammy was still talking.

      “All the time Derek is here you mustn’t have a single visitor. Not one. No one comes through that front door unless it’s Tank or me. I don’t care who it is; gas man, electricity, Jehovah’s fucking Witness. No one gets in. No one sees him. Got it?”

      “I got it.”

      “Good.” Roy flinched as Sammy patted his cheek. “Now fix him his tea.”

      Sammy disappeared into the sitting room.

      Roy held onto the counter. He wanted to urinate but was afraid to move. He was in deep with Sammy now, deep enough to have serious, life-threatening consequences. He heard the front door close, saw two shadows pass by the window.

      He was alone with Derek.

      He forced himself to focus.

      He made tea and carried it into the sitting room. Derek was stretched out on the sofa, a cushion behind his head. He kicked his legs off, produced a small bottle of Scotch from his sports bag, and poured a stiff measure into his tea. He sparked up another cigarette, the smoke swirling around the room. Roy moved to open a window.

      “Leave it,” Derek ordered.

      “I had bronchitis as a kid. I can’t be around cigarette smoke.”

      “You’ll get used to it.”

      Roy let the curtain drop back into place. “I’ll go make up the bed.”

      “You do that. And I like a cooked breakfast.”

      “I’ve got to work in the morning.”

      “Well, you’d better set your alarm then.” Derek took a deep pull of his cigarette and exhaled in Roy’s direction. The Scot’s hard eyes bored into him. “What time do you finish?”

      “I should be back by half-seven.”

      Derek waved at the DVD’s stacked beneath the TV. “Your movie collection is shite. You got Sky?”

      Roy shook his head.

      “Netflix? Amazon?”

      Another shake. “Can’t afford any of that. It’s just Freeview.”

      “Fuck sake,” Derek swore. “Get some more movies. And pick me up a paperback or two. I like to read. Crime, murder, that type of thing.”

      “Sure.”

      Derek stretched out and reached for the TV remote. “Fucking Freeview,” he muttered.

      Roy excused himself, made up the spare bed and retreated to his bedroom. Then he dragged a chest of drawers inch by silent inch across the carpet until it blocked the door.

      He climbed into bed and lay beneath the quilt for a long time, staring up at the bars of light that stretched across the bedroom ceiling. He listened in the darkness, to the sound of the TV across the hall, to the pad of feet on the carpet outside, to the echo of Derek urinating in the toilet; and much later, the sound of the spare room door closing. A short while after that, Derek’s snores filtered through the wall between them. They were long and loud, and seemingly never-ending.

      Red digits hovered in the darkness: 03:19. An early rise meant less than three hours sleep. A black cloud of despair settled over him. His flat, his private sanctuary, had been invaded by another, a man in hiding, belligerent, dangerous. Hiding from who was anyone’s guess, but Roy assumed it was the law.

      Six weeks, Sammy said. All he had to do was tough it out until then, after which he’d probably be arrested for trying to smuggle Derek onto a flight. And even if he got away with it, would Sammy ever let him go? Would he use this whole episode as blackmail, demand favour after illegal favour, until one day the police kicked his door in? Of course he would. And when Roy finally outlived his usefulness, he’d have boiling water poured down his throat. Or something. Roy shivered in the darkness.

      He’d managed to avoid the displeasure of Sammy French for most of his life. As kids, both he and Jimmy had been tolerated, allowed to hang around the playground while Sammy and his gang ruled from their fortress of monkey bars.

      As the years went by, Jimmy joined the army, mum and dad passed away, and Roy was left alone, a permanent fixture on the estate where new gangs had taken over the playground. Sammy had gone too, the law finally catching up with him.

      He’d resurfaced a few years later, a different man. Gone was the wildness of youth, replaced by a ruthless ambition for legitimacy. But for those who knew his past, the stench of gangland hovered around Sammy like a cloud of flies. Despite the nightclubs and restaurants, and the big house that overlooked Richmond Park, those who knew him were convinced. Sammy French was, and always would be, a dangerous criminal.

      And now Roy was fixed on his radar.

      For the first time in his life he considered running. He could pack a bag, grab his passport, empty his paltry savings account and get the hell out. But where would he go?

      So the problem remained, and now he lay ten feet from a psycho stranger. He was trapped, the walls of his bedroom pressing inwards. The hours passed. Panic ebbed and flowed. The bars across the ceiling faded and the sky outside paled.

      He thought of Jimmy and realised what the dream meant. It was a warning, an omen of bad things to come, now personified by Sammy and Derek, brutal prophets of doom about to ruin his life.

      Roy snuck out of bed and rummaged at the bottom of his cupboard. He found Jimmy’s old army day-sack, retrieved the Gerber combat knife from inside, and wedged it beneath his mattress. He climbed back into bed, his fingers finding the tough black plastic of the hilt, reassured by its proximity.

      But sleep evaded him, and his thoughts turned to the airport, to the task that lay ahead. As the sun crept above the horizon, Roy realised that he was about to face the most dangerous challenge of his life.

      The next few weeks would decide if he made it through to the other side.
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      Josh tugged his seatbelt a little tighter as the Gulfstream G650 dipped her nose towards the distant lights of RAF Northolt. He felt the undercarriage lock home with a solid thump and watched the rise and fall of the port wing as the aircraft levelled for landing.

      Beyond the wingtip, patchwork fields surrendered to the grey urban sprawl of outer London. Josh was a native of Arizona, born and raised beneath the warmth of its eternal sunshine. By contrast, the view outside looked cold, damp and miserable. Despite this being his first trip to the UK, Josh decided it was another reason not to stay a minute longer than necessary. The plane would be kept on standby. The hunter team would do their job.

      They were scattered around the cabin now, six former Special Forces guys and two Marines from Force Recon, all of them with extensive operational experience in a wide variety of countries. The Marines were communications specialists who’d served with the JSOC Signals Team. They would be juiced into a myriad of global surveillance systems, acting as Josh’s eyes and ears. Like the rest of the guys, they were primed and ready to get the job done.

      The Gulfstream returned to earth with a gentle bump and a muffled roar of reverse thrust. It taxied around the apron and veered inside a private hangar where it jerked to a stop and shut down its engines.

      Josh was out of the aircraft first. Two men waited at the bottom of the steps. He didn’t recognise either of them.

      “Mister Keyes?” said the well-groomed collegiate type wrapped in a smart overcoat and scarf. “Mister Beeton sent me. My name is Fisher. I’m from the

      embassy.”

      They shook hands and Fisher reached inside his coat.

      “These are your temporary passports, all bearing official stamps of entry. I’ll need those back before you leave the country.”

      Fisher was younger than Josh, well-scrubbed and impeccably dressed, probably a rising State Department star, cutting his diplomatic teeth at the Court of St James. He was confident, authoritative, and brandished Beeton’s name like a baseball bat.

      Josh fanned the Canadian passports like a hand of cards. He saw stamps and mugshots and pseudonyms. He nodded his approval and pocketed them.

      The man standing next to Fisher was older and taller, forties, with big shoulders and receding grey hair that was cut short to a scalp that sported several pale scars. His had a lined face around sharp eyes, and a strong jaw that sprouted a couple of days of grey growth. He was dressed casually, jeans and a roll-neck jumper, a black North Face coat. He greeted Josh with a rough, calloused hand.

      “Dave Villiers.”

      His voice was deep, the accent London, heavy.

      “Mister Villiers is SIS,” Fisher announced, “but his loyalty is to us. He’ll act as your local point man.”

      “Good to meet you. Where are we headed?”

      “Mister Beeton has arranged for the use of a house in Chelsea,” Fisher said.

      “Then let’s go.”

      Three vehicles waited nearby, black Audi Q7’s, doors and tailgates open. Villiers slipped behind the wheel of the nearest one, and Josh got in back. Fisher rode shotgun next to Villiers. The hunter team squeezed themselves and their gear into the other two. They left the airport in a tight convoy and headed into central London.

      Josh didn’t talk as Fisher tapped away on his mobile. Villiers remained silent too, steering the big Audi through the heavy traffic. Josh checked his phone; nothing from Beeton or Lund. All of his FEMA responsibilities had been handed over to someone else, his own inbox empty, except for a reminder, a National Advisory Council meeting at the end of April. Not the whole council of course, just the key players already selected for the continuation process. Josh cursed under his breath; another crucial meeting he would miss because of this goddam reassignment.

      Fifty minutes later the Audis turned into a quiet street in Chelsea. Expensive properties crowded the narrow road on either side. Villiers swung the wheel into an open driveway that dipped beneath a luxurious period house into an underground parking lot.

      Fisher led them inside and up to the first-floor reception room. The heavy drapes had been drawn, the giant wall-mounted TV muted. Pots of coffee and plates of sandwiches waited on a long sideboard. The hunter team ignored the refreshments, piling their gear against the wall and waiting in silence for instructions. Josh and Villiers sat down on the large sofas grouped around a glass coffee table. When everyone had settled, Fisher addressed the room.

      “So, welcome to London, gentlemen. This house will be your main base of operations while you’re here in the UK. No doubt you’ll have questions, many of which will be answered by the briefing packets left in your rooms. Please familiarise yourselves with them, and the details of your Canadian passports too, should you fall foul of local law enforcement. Bear in mind I know nothing of your operation, and neither do I need to know. Deniability, gentlemen, is essential. Remember that when you’re outside these walls. Understood?”

      Josh nodded. He guessed Fisher was a product of The Committee’s covert executive programme, its secretive alumni liberally sprinkled across every branch of government. While people like Josh and his hunter team got their hands dirty, Fisher and his kind fought a different and infinitely more complex war, in the chambers of Senate and Congress, in front of TV cameras and microphones. Everyone had a role to play, even those who were oblivious to what was happening around them.

      He was reminded of George W. Bush’s visit to the elementary school on the morning of Nine Eleven. He recalled the President’s face, the bewilderment, the incomprehension when he’d heard about the hit on the Trade Centre. He’d been rooted to his chair, dumbstruck. Frightened. That shit couldn’t be faked.

      The conspiracy theorists were all over it, though; Bush was complicit, the good ol’ boy routine masking a sinister, Machiavellian personality. They couldn’t have been more wrong. Some of his administration, sure, but Bush? Not a chance. Every president after Eisenhower had been vetted, groomed and selected. Most had no clue about the power that existed behind the throne. The truth was, it didn’t matter who was president. The Committee held true power because they controlled the global media. They’d fought a secret war for decades, to sanitise and trivialise the news, to disengage the population from the ideas and principles of freedom and democracy, to shift focus from the dull grey world of politics to the shining lights of a celebrity culture that dazzled and entertained.

      Four Americans butchered in Benghazi? The White House complicit? Screw that! Kim Kardashian is trashing her sister’s boyfriend on Twitter, y’all!

      The Committee’s war on reality was almost complete. It was a twenty-four-hour news cycle now. Scandalous headlines, salacious gossip, reality TV, the ethnic cleansing of morals, values, traditions, culture, all clearing the way for the Transition, when everything would be wiped clean. Humanity, reprogrammed and rebooted.

      Josh couldn’t wait. But killing Frank Marshall came first. He heard Fisher talking, and refocused his thoughts.

      “ — is a highly secure, mission-capable facility with a secure command suite situated in the basement. Where are the comms guys?”

      Josh’s Eyes and Ears held up their hands.

      “We have hard-wired, piggy-back feeds routed via the embassy into all major stateside intel hubs,” Fisher explained, “plus encrypted voice and data access to TDL Corporate and our Executive and Legislative sponsors in DC. I suggest you familiarise yourselves with the equipment as soon as possible.”

      Eyes and Ears looked at Josh. He nodded, and the men grabbed their shockproof cases and left the room.

      “That’s it,” Fisher said.“Any questions?”

      Josh shook his head.

      “Okay, your confidential briefing package has been pre-loaded on to the AV system. I have to get back to the embassy. My number’s there.” He snapped a business card onto the glass table and left the room.

      Josh worked the controls of the huge LED TV. Two blown-up images of Frank Marshall filled the screen, one in front of the bank in Manhattan; the other a much clearer shot from the immigration desk at Heathrow.

      “This is the target,” he told the room. “His name is Frank Marshall, a former TDL executive in Security Division. Marshall is an extremely dangerous individual with extensive knowledge of our organisation and its objectives, and now he’s gone rogue. The Committee wants him located and terminated fast.”

      Josh swallowed, conscious of the lie. There was no going back now.

      “Twenty-one hours ago, Marshall passed through Heathrow using a Belgian passport in the name of Doug LeBreton. The last confirmed CCTV shot we got of Marshall was outside the terminal waiting for a cab. Dave?”

      Villiers drained the dregs of his coffee and got to his feet. The screen divided into multiple frames, the Heathrow taxi rank, stills from the Met police’s ANPR system, street maps of west London.

      “CCTV shows Marshall boarding a taxi outside Terminal Three. The driver was detained, the taxi searched, and the passport recovered. He confirmed Marshall was dropped off in a lay-by near Hammersmith.”

      Villiers blew up the street map to full-screen.

      “He entered this park at eight-oh-seven pm yesterday evening. The only other exit is directly across the park, which empties onto Chiswick high street. We’ve gone over the footage from there with a fine tooth-comb, but we’ve failed to get a hit. We think we know why. Directly adjacent to the park entrance is a row of sheltered bus stops with limited camera coverage. The routes are varied, mostly heading west or southwest. My guess is that Marshall crossed the park and boarded a bus here, out of view of the CCTV. There are several bus companies that operate from that location and we’ve pulled last night’s footage from their vehicles, but reviewing it will take some time. There are a lot of routes, a lot of stops.” He turned to Josh. “Any ideas where Marshall could be headed?”

      “None. His record shows he’s visited the UK before, but only on a layover. He’s never been to London. We need that footage.”

      “We’re working as fast as possible.”

      “Good. Tell me about your set up.”

      “The investigation is being run out of Vauxhall under the banner Operation Talon. A confidential FBI file has been generated at your end, and that’s been picked up by Interpol and fed to SIS and Scotland Yard. Marshall is wanted on international warrants for illegal banking practices and money laundering. We’ve also thrown in connections to terrorist organisations in Europe and Pakistan to beef up inter-agency cooperation. Frank’s profile has been circulated on the Met’s intelligence briefing system as a wanted individual, and I’ve got two mobile surveillance teams on standby for the legwork.”

      “Sounds good.”

      “Can I make a suggestion? Marshall will want to remain anonymous, keep his head down. That means frequenting less affluent areas of the city.”

      “If he’s still in town.”

      “True, but until we’ve established otherwise, we have to assume he is. So he’ll be staying in cheap accommodation, paying cash for everything. A man like that will stand out, especially an American. Once we’ve established his destination, I’d recommend distributing his profile to local hotels and B&B’s. The tactic has worked for us worked before.”

      Josh hesitated. “Frank knows he’s being hunted. If he gets a sniff of the dogs, he’ll bolt. We may never find him.”

      “He has to stay somewhere, and low-rent establishments like cash payers.”

      Josh considered it for less than two seconds. “Okay, do it. Anything else?” Villiers shook his head. “In that case, we’ll wrap it up for now.”

      Josh got to his feet and approached the contractors. “Get prepped and ready to deploy. When you’re done, hit the racks. Unless we get any hard intel, the next briefing will be at seven am.” They filed out of the room.

      “Heavy-looking team,” Villiers observed. “I was told this would be a bag job. A rendition.”

      “The situation has changed.”

      Another lie.

      He handed Villiers a file. “Frank has an extensive background, both military and as an ops commander with TDL. If he wants to bring it, he will.” Josh helped himself to another coffee, stirred in cream and sugar. “There’s no room for complacency on this one, Dave. I’ll coordinate the intel, authorise whatever assets we need, but locally I’ll need you to keep things tight. We locate him, box him in, then take him down clean. I can’t afford a single fuck up on this one.”

      “Understood.”

      Villiers fingered the intelligence packet, withdrew the black and white of Frank leaving the bank in Manhattan. “I’m guessing you two know each other. Can you tell me something about him? Something personal?”

      “He’s a former Navy Seal, smart, resourceful, and highly dangerous. If he sniffs you out, he’ll end you. That’s all you need to know.”

      “What’s he done?”

      “That’s not important. What’s important is finding him.”

      Villiers got the message, got to his feet. “I’ll crack the whip. Anything comes through, I’ll be in touch.”

      The Brit left the room, and Josh drained his coffee. He was tired and edgy, the last seventy-two frantic hours taking their toll. He needed sleep, but it was a race against time now, and the clock was ticking.

      He crossed the room and peered through the heavy drapes. The street below was devoid of life, no cars or pedestrians, just empty roads and sidewalks. Even though they were in the heart of London, it felt as if the Transition had already passed. What would it be like, he wondered, after the clean-up, after the regeneration?

      The thought had consumed him when he’d attended his first orientation seminar at Turner’s private ranch in New Mexico. Those first few nights were troublesome ones, the enormity of what lay ahead denying him sleep, the knowledge that the civilised world had no choice, and had to take action.

      Now the only thing keeping him up at nights was Frank Marshall. But why England? Why now? So many goddam questions.

      Josh let the curtain drop back into place. He had to file a report to Beeton, the first of his daily dispatches to Denver. One a day, until Frank was caught and rendered unto Caesar.

      He headed down into the basement. Despite the pressure he was under, part of him was looking forward to the hunt. Frank had to be flushed from his bolthole, and once he was out in the open, Josh would unleash his dogs.

      And when that happened, Frank Marshall wouldn’t have a chance.
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      It was just past noon when the insistent tapping on the hotel room door woke Frank from a deep sleep.

      His eyes snapped open. He scooped up his phone from the nightstand and swiped the screen, revealing a high-definition image of a white-shirted waiter outside the door, a breakfast tray balanced on the palm of one hand, the other raised to knock again. Behind him the hallway was empty.

      “Be right there.”

      Frank rolled off the bed. He removed the chair wedged under the door handle, unlocked it.

      “Your midday call, sir.”

      “Thanks.”

      He gave the guy a bill in exchange for the tray. He kicked the door closed and rechecked the feed. The waiter was retreating down the corridor, shoving the five-pound note into his pocket. The wireless camera was a smart move. It bought him a little peace of mind, and the tiny device, secured to a ceiling tile further along the corridor, gave Frank with a clear picture of movements outside his room.

      His stomach growled with hunger. He demolished the scrambled eggs and toast and washed it all down with juice and coffee. He took a shower and got dressed in jeans, baseball cap and a dark waterproof jacket. He left the hotel without passing anyone in the lobby.

      He’d spent the last three days familiarising himself with the area, walking the streets, the narrow lanes, the path along the Thames that led into central London. He’d walked the downtown area once, cap and scarf obscuring his features, using the cover of other pedestrians to avoid the CCTV cameras. He’d bought some clothes, running shoes, a torch and several other items he thought he might need, including a hair dye that had transformed his recently trimmed red fuzz into some kind of chestnut brown. Or so the label had promised. He traded with cash. He had plenty of that.

      Physically, Frank felt revitalised, but spiritually he was restless. As he headed for the towpath that ran alongside the Thames he reached for the travel bible in his pocket. It felt good to touch. Comforting. The same hand crept towards his armpit, felt the sheathed knife secured in its holster there, upturned for immediate and deadly use. That felt reassuring too. He’d bought it in a camping shop across the river in Twickenham, and that was his current destination. He’d found a church online, a Baptist one, where he could sit and pray, and maybe listen to an afternoon service. He needed a spiritual fix before his mission began.

      As he put Richmond behind him, the towpath changed from tarmac to hard-packed dirt, long, winding and empty. A freshening wind stirred the river, the trees around him. It was hard to believe he was so close to London.

      He recalled the dark days, the loneliness he’d felt after escaping into that Texas night, the umbilical cord that had bound him to The Committee for the whole of his adult life, finally severed. He knew they would come for him, knew they’d never stop looking, so he’d faked his death. He’d taken other precautions too, drastic measures that would set him free, allowing him to continue on his journey unmolested...

      

      He’d found her in a homeless shelter in Odessa.

      She was a former army medic, an Afghan vet who’d become dependent on alcohol and drugs. She’d performed the procedure on the promise of two bottles of vodka, using a stolen key to enter the hostel infirmary after dark and removing the RFID chip in Frank’s shoulder by flashlight. She did a decent job too, never asking about the chip, nor curious as to why it had been implanted in her patient’s body. All she cared about was the booze. Frank gave her two hundred dollars instead.

      From there he headed north, crossing the state border into Arkansas, then Tennessee, travelling light, staying in remote trailer parks and cheap hostels. He drank heavily but found no answers. Every move took him closer. Frank knew why, even if he was too scared to admit it; he was heading back to New York, where the tear in the heart of the city still lay exposed, where the tourists came to take pictures and the bereaved to remember. He was drawn to that wounded city as surely as a thirsty man staggers toward a distant oasis. He was desperate to unload the weight that was crushing him.

      He needed closure, redemption, something. Frank believed he’d find it in New York.

      

      He stiffened as a dog bounded towards him along the towpath, feet scrabbling on the gravel as it circled Frank’s legs and raced back towards its owner. Frank studied the man as he approached; sixties, wispy grey hair, small frame lost in a bright red parka. Threat assessment, zero. Frank nodded as they passed each other.

      The river flowed around a small island. It was thick with tall trees, its banks clogged with reeds and rushes. A slender-necked bird peered above the vegetation, eyeing Frank as he passed.

      He recalled the first time he’d laid eyes on the island of Manhattan since that terrible morning...

      

      The snowstorm was tracking across the eastern seaboard when he rode the bus from Edison to Jersey City.

      The air was frigid, the streets thick with snow. He’d stamped along that same boardwalk, the one where he’d stood all those years ago and watched the North Tower burning. He’d stared across the black waters at the hole in the New York skyline and trembled, not from the cold but from fear. He wasn’t ready to venture across the water, not yet.

      The need to talk to someone, anyone, was building. There would be others out there just like him, real citizens, still grieving, still confused and angry. Frank needed to hear their stories, to be able to look them in the eye and not flinch.

      The Nine Eleven victims group was located in the nearby city of Hoboken. It took him three attempts before he finally summoned the courage to enter the public library building on Park Avenue. Outside the meeting hall, a middle-aged man in an NYPD T-shirt called him brother and gave him a leaflet. Frank took a seat at the back. He remembered his heart pounding, the dryness of his mouth, as the speakers were introduced. He was in a lion’s den of pain. Sweat ran down his back. He made ready to bolt from the hall.

      It was a girl called Rachel that kept him in his chair.

      He remembered the wide smile that battled the sadness of her eyes, the love for her dead brother, a firefighter who’d made it up to the sixty-eighth floor of the South Tower before it was brought down. She remembered him with a love and pride reserved for one who’d died saving others. His blown-up portrait in fireman’s blues stared right back at Frank as she spoke of a man she’d never talk to again, a man whose empty plate was set at every Thanksgiving and Christmas by parents still mourning his loss. Nine Eleven had devastated her family. Her words were like knives in Frank’s heart.

      He’d approach her when the meeting broke for coffee, told her about the fear, the guilt, about the never-ending nightmares. She’d been confused, her smile fixed, her eyes uncertain. She’d been about to walk away when he’d grabbed her hands. Then he was begging her for forgiveness, for her brother’s death, for the grief he’d inflicted on her family. His hands shook and Rachel had snatched hers away.

      She’d demanded to know what he meant.

      Her voice had risen. Heads had turned. She’d searched his grief-stricken face, finally understanding the terrible truth of his words.

      And she knew.

      He’d barged his way through the crowd. He’d heard her shout, her voice echoing down the fire escape, chasing him across the snowy parking lot, the angry calls of the men who spilled out into the lot behind her.

      He never went back.

      The following weeks were long and torturous. Rachel had robbed him of redemption. Guilt plagued him, beckoning him to rooftops and bridges and subway platforms. Somehow he’d resisted the whispers that urged him to join them in the abyss.

      It was a blustery January afternoon when he’d stood on the corner of 7th Avenue and West 135th. He’d been unsure where he was headed, only knowing that he had to keep moving. As the traffic rumbled by he saw the poster flapping on a light pole beside him, an African villager bent double beneath a huge sack that dwarfed his tiny frame. The man’s face said it all: pain, not just physical, but a soul encumbered by the sheer hardship of life. Beneath the image the swirly text read, Come to me, those who labour and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest - Calvary Southern Baptist Church.

      It had been instinctive. A moment without hesitation.

      And quite possibly the smartest move he’d ever made.

      

      The rusted iron footbridge carried Frank over a foaming weir and into Twickenham.

      His path was clearer now, that burden partially lifted, enough to allow him to finish what he’d begun. Today he would pray for the continued strength to right the wrongs, to save the lives that could be saved. Everyone else was in God’s hands.

      The air felt sharp and the sky threatened rain. He found the church after twenty minutes, a red-bricked building with a small steeple squeezed between a row of convenience stores and a gated park. There was no afternoon service but the pastor was happy for Frank to stay. He took a seat in the front pew and spent an hour or two thumbing through his Bible, thinking, praying. South Whitton Baptist Church was a lot smarter than the one in Harlem. The walls were brightly painted, the wooden pews polished, the altar bedecked with fresh flowers. There was money here, an affluent congregation that donated to the church’s upkeep. He wished he could say the same for Reverend Hays’ place. That was a different world altogether.

      It was late afternoon when he left the church. He stood on the steps and zipped his coat up against the cold, feeling much stronger than when he’d first arrived. The sky above was darker, and streetlights had flickered into life. He turned towards the river, taking a circuitous route back to the footbridge, passing the convenience stores where several hooded youths had gathered outside, swilling sodas and pulling on smokes. Before he knew it he was moving through them, through the pungent clouds of cannabis, his arm brushing against one of the teenagers.

      “Sorry,” he mumbled.

      “Watch where you’re going, prick.”

      There were a few laughs, then a can sailed through the air and exploded at Frank’s feet, spraying him with sticky soda. He turned around.

      “Real smart,” he clapped, walking backwards, “real clever.”

      He kept moving, angry at himself for rising to the bait. He heard a shout, then the sound of running feet. Frank spun around.

      There were five of them, black and white kids, and they wanted trouble whether Frank liked it or not. They were young though, fifteen, maybe sixteen. They would be unaware of the value of psychological combat, inexperienced in the use of applied violence. Frank had to end this quickly, without causing serious harm. The first kid came running towards him, unafraid.

      “Who the fuck do you  —  ”

      Frank’s open-handed slap cracked across his face, sending him careering into one of his buddies. He used the momentum of another to hurl him to the ground and buried his fist into the belly of a third youth, all the while screaming at the top of his lungs. The kids scattered, bruised and shaken by the unexpected attack. Frank moved fast in the opposite direction, twisting and turning the length of four full blocks before slowing his pace. He cursed his stupidity; a grown man beating on a few kids would bring the cops in no time.

      He’d lost his bearings. He cursed again and kept moving. Ten minutes later he found himself passing a warren of shabby social housing. He saw a sign for the river, pointing down a dead-end street with an alleyway beyond, boxed in by orange-bricked houses that had surely seen better days and prouder, cleaner occupants. Beat-up vehicles lined one side of the street and trash tumbled this way and that on the wind. He was halfway towards the alley when he heard the sound of a fast-approaching vehicle.

      A dark saloon car shot past the street. He heard the screech of tyres and the whine of a vehicle reversing at speed. The car rocked to a stop and Frank saw a finger stabbing in his direction. He broke into a run but knew he wasn’t going to make it. He ducked between two parked cars as the vehicle roared past him. It slewed to a stop with a squeal of rubber, blocking his path to the alleyway. He turned to see another vehicle barrel around the corner and brake hard. Now he was trapped.

      He stepped out into the road as car doors flew open. Several men piled out and formed a wide half-circle around him. Frank recognised one of them, the black kid he’d dropped with the body shot.

      “That’s the motherfucker!” he yelled, his young face twisted with rage.

      His companions were older, heavier, and clearly more experienced in the ways of street violence. They fanned out around him, six of them, their faces covered with bandanas and scarves. All held weapons in their gloved hands: a couple of short wooden bats, a screwdriver, three knives. As they inched closer Frank smiled; this was the evil that stalked him, manifesting itself into physical form, determined to stop Frank from doing God’s work. He would not allow that.

      “He’s laughing at you!” screamed the black kid. “Fuck him up!”

      “Don’t do this,” Frank warned. “It’s not going to end well for you.”

      “Shut the fuck up!” bellowed the largest man in the group, a twenty-something black guy with a lock knife clutched in his fist. “You fucked up, bruv. You messed with my peoples.”

      “It’s people, singular, you dumb fuck.”

      The man scowled, his yellowed eyes devoid of humanity. “Gonna cut you bad, bruv.”

      “He’s a Yank,” said another, confused eyes above a red bandana.

      “Who gives a fuck! Do him!”

      They were close now, ten feet and closing. Frank guessed they were used to people running, begging for their lives. That wasn’t Frank’s way. He reached for the weapon beneath his jacket and waved the six-inch hunting knife in a wide, well-practised arc, his eyes watching, waiting.

      One of the bat carriers hesitated.

      The other one screamed something unintelligible and threw his club at Frank. The bat flew past him.

      Frank dropped into a fighting stance.

      They came at him.

      The first man in was the leader, fearless as a leader should be. Frank blocked the knife aimed at his chest and sunk his own blade deep into his attacker’s thigh. The man dropped to the ground screaming in pain. Frank brought his knee up and stamped on his face, feeling the crunch of teeth beneath his sneaker. He moved to his right, putting the casualty between him and the others, launching himself at a snarling kid armed with a screwdriver. Frank parried his blow, smashing his fist into the man’s jaw with his knife hand, then sinking the blade into his shoulder in one fluid motion.

      Two down, one of them the leader.

      Adrenalin powered through his system.

      The survivors shimmied around him, angry, hesitant. Another mistake. Frank sprang towards them, cutting the face of one and nicking another. Weapons clattered to the ground and they scrambled away, one kid pressing a flap of loose cheek against his blood-soaked face, the other surging past his injured buddy in an Olympian bid to escape.

      The remaining two kept their distance, their defiant curses silenced. The cries of the wounded echoed around the houses.

      “Walk away, while you still can,” Frank warned them.

      He was breathing hard, blood pounding in his ears. The two men spun on their heels and raced towards the waiting cars. The vehicles reversed out onto the main road and sped off.

      Suddenly the street was quiet.

      Frank strode over to the leader. He was lying on his back, hands clamped around his leg. There was a lot of blood but none of it arterial. Frank smiled. He hadn’t lost his ability to wound with discretion. He’d fought well here today, but now he had to move quickly.

      The black man turned his head, looked up at Frank with pleading eyes. “Help me, bruv.”

      He could barely form the words, his speech hampered by a mess of broken teeth and punctured lips.

      “Give me your hand.” The man raised his bloody paw, and Frank grasped it. “Promise me you’ll turn your back on evil. Promise me you’ll never do violence to another human being again.”

      “Yeah, bruv, whatever,” the man spluttered, “just get me a fucking ambulance.”

      “Good, because the Lord is watching. And I’ll be watching.” Frank glanced at the man’s crimson-wet fingers. “This is your knife hand, right?”

      He turned the wrist over and wrenched it as hard as he could, feeling the snap of multiple bones, the hollow pop of the shoulder joint as it detached. The man’s head came off the ground, his eyes bulging wildly. He screamed, then slumped unconscious.

      Frank dropped the shattered limb and looked around. The others were dragging themselves away from the madman in their midst. Frank ran for the alleyway.

      In its shadows, he shoved the baseball cap in his pocket. He flipped the reversible wind-cheater inside out and tugged a brown beanie over his head.

      Out on the other side, he slowed his pace, conscious of the blood on his jeans and sneakers. He saw folk carrying bags of groceries, kids in school uniform. He kept his distance, crisscrossing the street. He heard the faint wail of a siren.

      A description would be circulated: white male, American accent, baseball cap, dark jacket, jeans. Frank was now dressed in a tan coat, but the jeans were a giveaway.

      He found the footbridge over the river. On the other side, he scanned the towpath in either direction. Halogen lights winked in the darkness, a lone cyclist, avoiding the rush-hour traffic. He whirred past at speed, oblivious to the man in the shadows. Frank followed him, towards Richmond town.

      Fifteen minutes later he was safe behind the door of his hotel room. He pulled off a refuse sack from a roll, undressed, and dropped everything into it. The knife he kept, secure in its holster. He took a shower, ordered room service, then lay on the bed and channel-surfed. There was nothing on the TV news.

      He decided to lie low, stay in his room. Later he’d drop the sack in a dumpster behind a nearby restaurant. It wasn’t clean, but tomorrow morning he’d be gone. If anything, the incident across the river had only served to speed up his timetable, which was okay with Frank. He was fully rested and acclimatised.

      Now it was time to go to work.

      He spread a map of the UK across the bed. The target installation was seventy miles away, deep in the countryside. He’d been there before, as a favour for their guy in Iraq. He’d need transport, a car, something reliable. He had no UK documentation, but the second-hand car market would offer up a few deals, made all the more attractive with Frank’s considerable supply of cold, hard cash. Afterwards, he’d find another bolthole, a deeper, darker one.

      He traced his finger along the map: there was another town to the south, one that hugged the river like Richmond, only this one was bigger, with a large mall, and lots of potential escape routes if things got tight. It would suit him perfectly because the man he sought lived in the same town.

      And soon Roy Sullivan would know the truth of his brother’s disappearance.
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      Roy stood outside his flat and cursed.

      It was cold. The TV had warned of a weather front moving down from Scandinavia. Roy didn’t care; his own depression front had descended a while ago and showed no signs of shifting anytime soon. That’s why he cursed. These days, he hated coming back home.

      He let himself in, swearing again as he snapped off the lights in the hallway and bathroom. The flat was hot too, the radiator by the front door ticking on full blast. As well as electricity, Derek was also burning through Sammy’s money. Soon Roy would have to ask for more. He wasn’t looking forward to that particular conversation.

      The smell of fried food filled the flat. Roy’s stomach groaned with hunger.

      He found Derek watching TV in the living room, a tray on his lap, a delicious mess of chips and fried eggs on his plate. Roy loitered in the doorway, the juices running inside his mouth. All he’d eaten today was an overpriced tuna and mayo sandwich and a Coke in the staff canteen.

      “You’re out of eggs,” Derek mumbled between mouthfuls, his eyes never leaving the TV screen. “Tea bags too. Put them on the list.”

      “Eggs and tea bags. Anything else?”

      “Yeah. Get me a fresh one.” He tapped his empty whisky glass with a yolk-stained fork.

      In the kitchen, Roy’s heart sank. Filthy pans and crockery crammed the sink. The cooker was spattered with grease. Teabags spilled over a saucer on the sugar-dusted worktop.

      Roy turned on his heel and marched into the sitting room, kicking the tray from Derek’s hands. He fell on top of him, raining blow after blow into the pleading Scot’s face until blood poured from his nose and mouth —

      “Where’s that drink?” Derek yelled from the sitting room.

      “Coming.”

      Roy gave him a silent finger and flipped open a cupboard. He grabbed a fresh bottle of Scotch, Derek’s third in less than a week. Roy was worried about the drinking, the way it was affecting Derek’s behaviour. As well as being up half the night watching TV, he’d chat endlessly on the mobile phone Sammy had given him, his raucous laugh leaking through the walls. Roy was exhausted. And becoming increasingly unnerved.

      He took the bottle into the sitting room and flopped into a chair. Derek was watching a documentary about a prison that was supposedly one of America’s hardest. Roy thought the Scot looked like a prisoner himself, dressed in a white vest and navy jogging bottoms, his arms and shoulders covered in blue-ink tattoos that looked like they’d been drawn by an illiterate, semi-blind drunk. Roy could only take a wild guess at what they meant, except for the word MAM, inscribed on his right shoulder. She must be one proud lady.
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