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Chapter One




Weft Prime, Mid-Fifteenth Century


The Pleasure Mindship just appeared in Weft space. It was less than five light minutes from the planet. The Weft name for the planet was a complex excretion of fermions. The Pleasure knew it, simply, as Weft Prime.


The Mindship was already reconfiguring as it returned to normal space-time. It went from looking not unlike an iridescent conch shell to a shape that suggested insects and drills. It was an altogether more war-like shape. They had arrived this far out because they had detected the presence of a significantly-sized nickel-iron-cored asteroid family that could provide them with the raw materials they required. It had the secondary benefit of giving Weft Prime at least twenty minutes warning. Twenty minutes to contemplate the error and futility of resistance. Twenty minutes to live in fear and wonder at their punishment.


The main asteroid in the trinary family was a monster, a little over five hundred kilometres in diameter. The Mindship mated itself to the asteroid. It began to infuse the basalt crust with picotech; the atom-sized machines permeated the olivine mantle all the way to the core and began to rework the structure of the matter at atomic and molecular levels. The Mindship sank into the rapidly transforming asteroid.



Missile-shaped growths sprouted from the rapidly transforming matter and launched themselves at the two ‘moons’ that made up the remaining bodies of the asteroid family. The other rocks were significantly smaller, the largest having a diameter of no more than twelve kilometres. The missiles disintegrated as they impacted, seeding the two smaller asteroids with uncountable picotech machines. The machines immediately began to transform the matter of the ‘moons’ as well, fuelled by mining the latent background energy of the universe. It was the same fuel that powered all Pleasure technology.


Massive sub-light engines grew from the rocks and burst into life as they began their rapid acceleration to .5 light speed. Meanwhile, the main-body asteroid continued its transformation to a massive modular capital ship, growing weapon arrays and batteries, drone craft and autonomous intelligent missile systems. The Pleasure was capable of much more advanced technology but the thing about punitive expeditions was that the victims had to understand what was happening to them. In terms of technology, there had to be a common reference point.


*


The sub-light engines had continued growing out of the transformed war craft on nacelles. At the end of the nacelles the engines turned at one hundred and eighty degrees, reversing their thrust, bringing the massive capital ship down to a manageable combat speed. Or rather, a combat speed manageable for the main body of the Weft Prime main system fleet that was accelerating towards them. They were currently one light minute from the planet.


Transmit the inevitable destruction of their fleet to the planet? the Face wondered, aiming the question at the Enforcer.


There were only the two of them; there were only ever two of them. Their transformations had been complete moments after the ship had finished riding the wave of contracting and expanding space and emerged from the protective warp bubble generated by the ship’s monstrous mind. They had shifted from their protean form, required for their previous expedition, and into the form of primal Weft. Their new forms, like all their forms, had been designed to engender awe in the subjugated aliens. They could never, however, mimic the complex exotic matter and entangled quantum states of the Weft’s shadow-selves. Some races the Weft had encountered had come to think of the shadow part of the aliens as their ‘souls’, though the Weft themselves scoffed at such mysticism. Their only god was cold hard maths. It was, however, this shadow-self, this somehow natural link to the universe itself, that was causing the problem – from the Pleasure’s perspective, anyway. The narcotics that the Pleasure had introduced and then dealt to the Weft resulted in the addict being separated from, and the eventual death of, their shadow-selves. Soul destruction. The Weft had fought back.



The Weft were a tall, almost spindly, humanoid race with leathery skin. They made some of the other races they had encountered, in their explorations of the surrounding star systems, nervous. Mostly because of the way that the air behind them seemed to shift of its own accord. Their fixed rictus grins, a peculiarity of the physical composition of their cadaverous faces, didn’t help either. When a Weft communicated verbally, they did so through gritted teeth.


The Enforcer nodded in answer to the Face’s enquiry. He looked like one of the Weft, only larger and much more powerfully built: a warlike proto-Weft from a semi-mythic past. In as much as the Weft had a mythic past. They would prefer to think of it as a not yet-fully-understood past.


I still think that planetary destruction will send a message to any other recalcitrant systems, the Enforcer thought.


The Face mused that Enforcers always thought that planetary destruction was the way forward. A physical form had been more difficult for the Face. Faces normally chose to look like the idealised form of beauty for any given race they were in contact with. The closest the Weft had to a concept of beauty was a mathematic ideal of proportion and distribution of facial features. The Face, however, couldn’t see it. To his mind he looked the same as every other Weft.



What recalcitrant systems? the Face enquired. Everyone loves us, we give them what they want. That’s the whole point.


***


From the Weft Fleet’s perspective it must have looked like the three transformed asteroid warships had just exploded as they launched drone crafts and missiles. Each craft or weapon was a tiny pinprick of light against the backdrop of space and the distant pale light of the K-type main-sequence star.


A few moments later the Weft fleet reciprocated. In time measurement, there hadn’t been much of a delay – but in distance it would be telling.


Oddly tranquil, the Face thought. It was a private thought. A skin derm snaked up from the now Weft-like tech of the Mindship. The Face had made the ship synthesise what he felt would be the most appropriate narcotic for the one-sided battle. He wanted to enjoy the beauty of it. He knew the Enforcer would be taking something altogether more savage.


Then the missiles and drones met. Space lit up. The Face was overcome by it all as the custom narcotic took effect. A tear rolled out of one of his eyes.


Music. We must have music.


Drones attempted to intercept missiles, which in turn blossomed into hundreds of sub-munitions. Beams of light connected the fast-moving unmanned craft to tiny explosions, as their AI systems predictively targeted where the sub-munitions would be after the tiny amount of time it took the lasers to reach their targets.



It was one-sided. The Pleasure weapons were faster, smarter and more durable. They quickly reduced the Weft’s drones and missiles to a fast moving debris field and the majority of the Pleasure’s sub-munitions continued towards the Weft fleet.


With a thought, the Enforcer triggered another barrage of missiles and launched another flight of drones from all three craft. The two smaller satellite ships in their mini-fleet lost sufficient mass for them to visibly shrink as matter was transformed into the new drone craft and munitions.


By now the Pleasure’s initial barrage was in range of the Weft fleet. The light from the fleet’s point defence batteries seemed to reach out slowly for the sub-munitions. The AI systems on the sub-munitions used chaos manoeuvring to counteract the Weft’s predictive aiming. The light of their engines created fractal patterns with their erratic manoeuvring.


As they closed with the Weft, more and more of them were taken out by laser or railgun defence systems, and missile-based scatter-shot countermeasures. Some of the missiles made it through. Light blossomed as fusion warheads detonated against armoured hulls. Some of the smaller craft started to come apart but the cruisers, battleships and carrier ships were more than capable of withstanding the damage.


The slower, remaining sub-munitions and drones launched by the Weft – the few which had made it through the countermeasures – closed with the three Pleasure craft. The mass of each craft diminished again as they launched a protective cordon of satellites grown from their hardened hulls. Their predictive targeting was more than a match for the on-board AIs of the Weft weapons. Light stabbed out and the Weft missiles and drones ceased to be. There were tiny explosions against the hull of the Pleasure ships as they flew through the debris fields. A few of the sub-munitions made it through, or rather were allowed through; neither of the Pleasure operatives wanted the Weft to understand just how one-sided the fight was just yet. They might give up, and that would make the footage less interesting. Even now they were transmitting to Weft Prime on a carrier wave designed to hack the security of the Weft infoscape and transmit what was happening to every comms device on the planet and in orbit. Weft Prime would start receiving a minute after the initial contact had begun.



They’re not using much in the way of tactics, the Face commented.


What could they do? They know we have the technological advantage. We’re only three ships and they have to close with us as quickly as possible. Our superior speed means that we would be long gone before they could manage to manoeuvre into any kind of advantageous position, the Enforcer answered.


We don’t seem to be using much in the way of tactics either.


The Face picked up on a feeling of irritation from the Enforcer. The feeling had the context of a person of violence exasperated with the lack of knowledge of a gentler soul.



We don’t need to. This is a demonstration of power. We should give away as little information on our true potential as possible. As the Enforcer thought this, arrays were growing from each of the three craft. The arrays would require even more power than the energy weapons, even more than the initial transformation of the raw matter of the asteroids into combat-capable spacecraft.


Predictably, the Pleasure’s weapons were in range first. Space warped and burnt as focused particle beams and fusion lances reached across the distance between the two fleets. The weapons fired with rapidity and incredible accuracy. They were slaved to the ship’s powerful mind. The particle beams and fusion lances weren’t aiming to pierce the hulls, though they often did, or to take out the enemy craft’s engines. They were making a hole. Fire, reacquire and fire again. Point defence system after point defence system went down as the Pleasure ships’ barrage whittled away at the Weft fleet’s defences. They left the fleet’s main weapons, however, untouched.


The Weft fired their ship-long, cold-fusion reactor-fed laser cannons, their plasma-firing sun lances and their own, less powerful, focused particle-beam weapons. With a thought the Enforcer switched on the array. Had any been close enough to see, their perception of the ships would have warped, an optical illusion caused by the ships being enveloped in a protective energy shield.


The Weft’s beam weapons hit. Light, particles and plasma fire played across the shields in a complex visual display reaching into many spectrums. The Pleasure ships flew through the firestorm unscathed.



Then the Pleasure’s second barrage of sub-munitions and fast moving drone craft hit the considerably less well-defended Weft fleet. Hulls were ruptured by the force of fusion explosions. Others fell apart, victims of matter de-cohesion warheads.


I’m going to take out their orbital defences, the Enforcer thought. The Face nodded absently.


They had been receiving constantly updated information from their planetary scans for the last eight minutes. They had enough information for the ship’s mind to predict where the orbital defences would be by the time their munitions reached them. Half a metre thick, by two metres long, pointed rods of hardened, molecularly-bonded diamond, the munitions left the mass driver racks at .7 light speed. They had to be careful about what they aimed at. They could skim and even pierce the atmosphere but, if a sufficient amount hit the planet itself, this demonstration would become an extinction level event.


The Weft fleet was now, mostly, a rapidly expanding debris field still moving at its original velocity. The Enforcer gave the Mindship the order to finish off any surviving craft almost as an afterthought. Lightning played across the energy shields as debris from the Weft fleet impacted against them.


We must always look as gods, the Face thought.


The ships accelerated to .5 light speed again. It would take them less than two minutes to reach Weft Prime now.



*


The first the crews of the orbital defence platforms knew of the attack was when footage of the one-sided fleet engagement overwhelmed their comms net. They barely had time to register the incoming mass-driven hardened diamond rods before they impacted in a ring around the planet. Multiple hits at such speed all but disintegrated the weapons platforms. The Enforcer had been careful to program the ship not to fire on any platform over the planet itself but the rods skimmed across, or in some cases just through, the atmosphere on the dayside of the planet to hit platforms on the nightside. The few Weft remaining on the surface of the planet were treated to the view of the sky catching fire from multiple entries.


Just over twelve seconds later the three Pleasure ships slowed to combat speed. The two unmanned asteroid craft separated from the capital ship, heading towards the planet’s two polar horizons. The capital ship further reduced its mass by launching more missiles and drone craft. Then it commenced firing its energy weapons. The night side of the planet lit up from missile contrails, interception and drone craft engines and energy weapons fire as the Weft responded. It was over in moments. Erratic sub-munitions and beam weapons took out platform after platform, while countermeasures and point defence systems destroyed the Weft’s return fire. The shields took care of the energy weapons fire and whatever sub-munitions got through their defences.



On the nightside of the planet the two smaller, unmanned Pleasure ships were completing their planetary pincer movement. They were significantly reduced in mass as they erred on the side of overkill, launching more drones and missiles than they could ever possibly need. Then they too raised shields, and began firing their energy weapons as the return fire washed across their protective fields. In moments the planet was rendered defenceless.


How many, the Enforcer asked?


The Face gave it some thought. This saddened him. If having a ‘soul’ was better than what the Pleasure offered then so many of the Weft wouldn’t have turned to their wares. And for what, he thought privately? A life of toil masquerading as a race-wide effort at exploration and scientific research.


The Face checked with the ship’s mind. They had uploaded all the data that existed on the planet. This included accurate population census information.


Decimate them, the Face suggested.


The Enforcer started loading target information on a tenth of the population to the smart, seeker munition templates as they grew from the ship’s hull.


***


His name had once been a complex particle excretion. That was back when he’d had a shadow self. Back when the higher part of him had been intrinsically linked to existence. Back when he could hear the background music of the universe. Now that was gone. Once the most promising physicist of his generation, he was now little more than half a person, an animal in the eyes of his peers. Now they had to address him verbally, or he needed a particle translator to understand them. Now they simply called him Dal because they needed to make a noise to get his attention.



Addiction should have been the end of his career. The narcotics provided by the Pleasure had caused his shadow self to rot away, as it had done with so many other Weft across the systems they had colonised. Then the dreams had come. Terrifying things. Visions that appeared in his mind like a violation when he rested. To the Weft there was no such thing as a sub-conscious. It was only through the Weft’s contact with other races that Dal had even found out about the concept of dreaming.


The visions were showing him how to build something, an array. A machine capable of aping their naturally entangled state. Normally, the death of the shadow-self meant expulsion from the upper-echelons of the science caste, but when the Weft on Prime had risen up and killed the Pleasure’s Juicers – enhanced slave warriors created by the Pleasure from the Weft’s own science-military forces – the Weft knew that the Pleasure would react. They would have to, in case other species decided to follow the Weft’s lead. The science council became desperate. They had listened to him. Spurred on by the visions, he had not only managed to create the array, but he had found a way to both power and protect the device. There would be a cost. At some level, Dal appreciated the irony. Since he had lost his ‘soul’ he had become a better scientist.



Now all they needed was some time. The footage of the destruction of the Weft fleet, the footage of the fire in the sky, and the destruction of the orbital defence network, all suggested that they did not have the time. Dal spared a glance up at the array as he rapidly gave the control systems verbal instructions. He knew that hundreds of miles beneath him injectors were adding more fuel to the planet’s burning core. To get this right they would need to harvest not just the core’s current energy but as much of the core’s potential energy as they could force out of it.


All the screens and comms devices that had been showing the battle playing out in force and light thousands of miles above them suddenly switched to a figure of the Pleasure’s spokesperson. Not for the first time Dal admired the mathematics of the Pleasure’s fake Weft physiology. The creature started to speak in the Weft’s verbal language.


‘The demand in Weft systems for our products proves that what we supply is what you truly want. You are not attacking us, you are attacking yourselves, your own desires, but there is a price to pay for declaring war on commerce.’ Then the screens went blank.


‘Raise the shields,’ Dal whispered to the control systems, cursing the slowness of verbal communication. There was an audible hum. Dal knew that the electromagnetic forces involved with the coherent energy shield would probably give them all cancer, but that didn’t matter now. What mattered was the countdown. The amount of time they had before the ridiculous amount of energy required for the shield drained the cold fusion reactor dry. What mattered was whether or not they had enough time.



***


The Pleasure’s capital ship, along with its two main ancillary craft and their many drones, had engloballed the Weft home-world. The bright ruby red of high-energy lasers, and the white light of fusion lances, stabbed down from orbit to the surface of the world. Tight, focused beams burnt deep into the crust of the planet and through the molecularly-bonded composite walls of the shelters that the majority of the population were hidden in. They weren’t large holes. Just big enough for the smart bullets to travel through. Bullets programmed with the names, DNA and electro-chemical signatures of a tenth of the planet’s population.


The Weft watched helplessly as their friends died, as their mates died, as their younglings died. There was no panic. The Weft didn’t panic. There was just great sadness and a feeling of helplessness.


***


Something’s wrong, the Enforcer thought. The Face glanced over at him quizzically. Information on two of the Weft who had been sentenced to die appeared in the Face’s mind. They live.



So?


They shouldn’t.


The Face reviewed the data. Both of the living targets’ smart bullets had encountered some kind of barrier. Even assistance from lasers and fusion lances fired from orbit hadn’t helped.


Let them live. Two do not matter. Nobody will know they were targeted. It will not affect the lesson, the Face thought. The Enforcer looked less than convinced.


They should have nothing that can stop the smart bullets. This is defiance.


Are they in the same place?


The Enforcer nodded. I’m launching a seedpod.


The Face gave the mental equivalent of a sigh.


***


Each Pleasure operation had their favoured Juicers. Normally a template taken from the warrior caste of one of the worlds they had subjugated. These warriors were then addicted to and controlled by chemicals. They were also chemically and technologically enhanced by their new masters.


The Pleasure’s capital ship fired a modified smart munition much larger than the smart bullets. Fusion lances stabbed down from orbit to cut a hole, clearing a way to the barrier that two of the smart bullets had found. The seedpod was surrounded by a corona of fire as it made entry. It fell through the planet’s polluted atmosphere. It travelled through the glass-lined tunnel of fused earth, made by the fusion lances, into a large cavern that had been extensively reinforced and armoured. In the cavern was a heavily armoured, dome-shaped structure. Two counter-rotating arcs spun around the dome structure, apparently generating the energy field that was protecting the building.



The seedpod exploded like a sporing fungus. The picotech template seeds started feeding on the surrounding matter, transforming it, allowing the Juicers to build themselves. They were a silicon-based life form. A machine race. They had reached the singularity and their biological creators had transferred their consciousness into machinery and turned their back on flesh and biology once and for all.


Then the Pleasure had come, providing them with narcotic software programs. They had traded the programs from a nihilistic species whom they had provided with necrotising pleasure virals. The virals had led to that race’s eventual extinction. The narcotic software had soon enslaved the machine people.


They grew from the floor, the wall, the roofs and the supports of the cavern. They dragged themselves and their weapons free of the birthing matter, weakening it as the Weft security force responded.


In their weaponised form, the machine Juicers’ silicon skins were razor sharp. Just brushing against them opened flesh. Their personal defence shields sparked as rounds from Weft firearms disintegrated against them. Lightning arced from the shields to hit those who got too close to the Juicers. The Weft soldiers hit by the lightning exploded into lumps of steaming, cooked meat.



The Juicers brought their railguns to bear. Their shields flickered, modulating with the railguns to let the rapidly firing hypersonic rounds out through the flickering energy fields. The hardened diamond rounds tore through the Weft’s armoured vehicles. When the diamond rounds hit the combat armoured Weft themselves they yanked them off their feet, and tore them to red ribbons of flesh. Their advance was inexorable. With every step they drew more raw matter from the ground beneath their feet to harden into diamond ammunition. Their shields drew from the latent background energy of the universe to power them.


The machine Juicers painted the cave with Weft blood. The shadow-selves of the dead security force dissipated into nothing or were fed upon by the Juicers’ energy demands. Soon the Juicers were the only ‘living’ creatures in the cavern outside the shielded dome. Above the Juicers’ heads two of the smart bullets orbited the structure.


***


I don’t like this, the Enforcer thought. We were supposed to have taken the sum of all their knowledge from their systems and yet there’s no reference to this facility in even their most classified data.



Well, they must have systems in the facility, the Face thought.


The Enforcer spared him a glare. It’s an isolated system. The shield is protecting it.


Even from a hard transmission? the Face asked. The Enforcer nodded. They shouldn’t have the tech to do that.


***


The shield went down. The machine Juicers advanced.


***


The Mindship invaded the now unshielded facility’s systems. The Enforcer and the Face had to search themselves for the correct emotional response. They were more likely to inflict horror than feel it. It took less than a moment. The same amount of time it took them to both simultaneously order their drone fleet to concentrate fire on the facility.


***


Nuclear fuel was dumped into the planet’s core, forcing it to achieve critical mass.



*


Dal watched one of his co-workers die. Hit by some projectile, his body spraying blood, he was dead before he hit the ground. Dal activated the array, and then his smart bullet found him.


***


The array drank the energy of the exploding core of the planet moments before the explosion engulfed the facility. It used the energy to create an infection of entanglement in all the force-carrying particles between the matter energy of the planet and the matter energy of the Pleasure’s Mindship. There was an immeasurably small moment of connection, matter and space distending. Then the array shared the energy of the exploding core of Weft Prime through the connection, distributing the destructive energy through every force-carrying particle. Everything in the entangled connection, including the Pleasure ship and a significant amount of Weft Prime, ceased to be.


***


The Pleasure Consensus met through the medium of their Mindships. Each pair appeared to the others as they wanted to be seen. Either in the biological – or otherwise – forms appropriate to the species they were currently dealing with, or in their idealised beatific or nightmarish thoughtforms.



They need to be wiped out. This attack sets a precedent. It was an Enforcer. His thoughtform was red and silently screaming.


That to harm us you must destroy yourself? one of the first-conscious Faces asked.


Now they know we can be harmed, another younger Face pointed out. Its fear was obvious even in its adopted arboreal, quadruped form.


We have nothing to gain in war. Let us leave them in peace, the elder Face thought.


They will think us afraid, the silently-screaming red Enforcer thought.


I don’t care what lesser species think of us. Besides, this is not how we fight. The people we conquer defeat themselves. The Weft have had a taste of what we offer. They will want more.







Chapter Two




.78 Light Years from Formahault, 25 December, 0951 (GMT)


‘Reconfiguring,’ he said. He had decided on the male sex of the species. He had chosen Rex as a name because it meant king, which was a form of ruler. He was slowly transforming from the massive invertebrate body of his previous job into his new form. He had to admit that he found the aesthetics of the new form considerably more pleasing, though he suspected he would struggle with just how primitive they were. He had chosen a composite form pulled from a number of human mythologies. He was just short of seven foot tall, athletically built. He had hair like spun-platinum, six arms and his skin was just a few shades lighter than midnight blue. Rex knew that he looked exotic and beautiful.


What are you doing? the Enforcer enquired.


‘I’m reconfiguring physical forms for the new venture.’ As Rex said this the Mindship was changing form as well; liquid was drained and transformed, as the humidity was leached from the air. The dense, swampy foliage receded into the ancient craft’s superstructure. The Enforcer was taken somewhat by surprise, as he still had the form of a large and particularly cerebral-looking slug.



I can see that, but why are you making that noise?


‘It’s the main language they use on this planet.’


Really! Verbal communication? Again! How tedious. The Enforcer retracted his pseudopodia, as the Mindship uploaded all the information they had on the next world they planned to visit into his mind.


‘They have an excellent selection of swear words,’ the newly self-named Rex offered by way of consolation.


The Enforcer was understanding the conversation purely conceptually; he had not assimilated the language yet. He was less than pleased when he discovered that this species had many languages. He watched the Face’s transformation, unmoved by the apparent beauty of his partner’s new form. Beauty was not his business.


‘Have you chosen a name yet?’ Rex enquired.


The Enforcer happened on a term. It came from the planet’s already existing drug culture. It would work as a street name, a criminal nom de plume of a type he’d used on other worlds. It also amused him.


‘Bad Trip,’ the Enforcer managed as he grew a mouth and learnt a language.


Rex understood the reference. The Enforcer had been one of the first to be born fully aware. His new name referred to his birth.







Hereford, 15 January, 2320 (GMT)


‘I swear I had the kid dead to rights. I was staring at him down the scope, watching him dial the number, and this stupid fucking Rupert wouldn’t give me the go-ahead.’ Collins wasn’t completely pissed but there was a certain stagger in his steps as he walked down the path at the edge of the river.


‘What happened?’ Shaw asked, probably pretending to be interested. He’d heard the story of why Collins had decided to bin 2 Para and go through special forces selection before. The other, equally inebriated, trooper was more intent on finding this mythical kebab van that Collins had promised. A kebab van where the doner kebabs actually tasted of lamb, to hear him tell it.


‘Well, what do you fucking think happened? Boom. Nothing left of the kid or anyone else in the street.’


Shaw gave the story some thought.


‘So the moral of your story is that you joined the Regiment so you could have more leeway when it came to slotting kids?’ Shaw asked.


Collins turned to glare at his friend.


‘No, that’s not what I’m saying at all. I’m talking less oversight. I want to be able to make the right decisions based on what’s happening on the ground right there and then …’


‘So what do you think City’s chances are then?’ Shaw interrupted, clearly already bored of Collins’s military philosophising.


‘What? No, don’t change the subject you bast—’



‘Evening, gentlemen.’ The figure stepped out onto the riverside path in front of them. It was dark, his face was in shade but he was powerfully built, though he moved with an easy grace. He wore a suit that looked too expensive to be worn wandering around on this side of the river at this time of night.


Suddenly Collins and Shaw felt a lot more sober. By habit both of them checked their surroundings. Collins turned back to the newcomer whilst Shaw kept an eye out around.


‘Can I help you?’ Collins asked warily. Bumping into people in Hereford who guessed at what he did for a living and wanted to test themselves was an occupational hazard. Despite growing up hard on a Liverpool estate, where you either fought or were prey, his subsequent training always had him trying to travel the path of least resistance. Polite but firm.


‘Corporals Martin Collins and Lewis Shaw, you are both serving members of the SAS and have seen active service in the conflicts in both Afghanistan and Iraq.’


Suddenly both the SAS troopers were very much alert, despite the alcohol in their systems.


‘All right, you could have found out our names and guessed the rest,’ Collins said, though he had to concede he’d got lucky with the rank.


‘Would you like me to recite your active service records or just describe the missions you ran into Pakistan, Iran and Saudi Arabia?’


Both of them stared at the man for a moment and then Shaw went back to checking their surroundings. He was even checking the other side of the river for concealed shooters.



‘Don’t know what you’re talking about,’ Collins said.


‘Yes, you do.’


‘If I did, d’you think this is the place I’d have a cosy little chat about it? You Box?’ Collins asked, using the slang term for MI5.


‘No.’


‘What do you want?’ Collins said, enunciating each word carefully, as if he was speaking to a child.


‘Well, I’m going to kill you unless you stop me.’


Bad Trip stepped forward. He had finally chosen a face. It was heavily lined and somehow managed to be blunt, thuggish and predatory at the same time. He had thinning grey hair tied back into a ponytail, and a scar that ran in a C shape from the top of his head to his jawline. He had cut the scar into his skin himself. He had wanted to experience the nerve endings of his mock human flesh. He had cross-referenced the psychological databases on humanity to try and create a face that was the physical manifestation of the concept of malevolence.


‘Look mate, just fuck off will you.’ It was Shaw who finally snapped, as though there was something about the figure that bothered him. ‘If you know who we are, then you know we’re more bother than we’re worth to fuck with, yeah?’ But Shaw saw no fear in the other man, just an eagerness.


And when the path of least resistance doesn’t work? Collins wondered. There were a lot of clever things you could do in a street fight if you were quick and well trained enough. However a lot of people who had experience of real fighting swore by punching the other guy really hard, ideally on the bridge of the nose. Collins moved forwards quickly, his left fist shooting forwards in a jab. The other man just stepped back, out of range.



Collins kept coming. Bad Trip kept moving. When he had to, he just pushed the SAS trooper on the shoulder or the elbow, using the human’s momentum to keep him off balance. He had downgraded his combat abilities to make the assessment fairer, and to allow for the amount of alcohol he’d watched the two soldiers consume. Even allowing for the drink Collins’s attacks were aggressive, schooled, accurate, fast and powerful. He suspected that this fight would already be over if the soldier had been fighting a normal opponent.


Bad Trip ducked under an elbow and drove his fist into Collins’s rib cage. He stopped just short of breaking any ribs but the force of the blow picked the human up off his feet and sent him flying through the air. The SAS trooper hit the ground hard, badly winded. The path had been too narrow to realistically allow Shaw to attack as well. Bad Trip had reduced his sensory awareness to give the two human soldiers more of a chance. Even so, he’d heard the movement of the weapon being drawn. He could smell the gun oil.


‘Something of an escalation isn’t it, Corporal Shaw?” Bad Trip all but whispered as he looked up into the barrel of the Sig Sauer P226, 9mm handgun.



‘Jesus, Lewis,’ Collins managed as he gasped for breath.


‘Get up Marty,’ Shaw said. ‘We’re going to go,’ he told Bad Trip. ‘And if you try and stop us, I’m going to fucking shoot you, okay?’


‘Okay,’ Bad Trip agreed and took a step towards Shaw.


‘Woah! Do you think I’m fucking around here mate? I said I will shoot you!’


‘And I agreed.’ Bad Trip continued walking towards them.


Shaw’s SF warrant card allowed him to carry a concealed sidearm, even when off duty – but, permission or not, he knew how serious firing it would be, particularly as he was going to kill this man. There was just something about him that made the corporal very uneasy. Frightened him, if he was being honest. He kept coming. Shaw fired twice, both centre mass, and then raised and fired once more at the man’s head.


The personal protection shield activated by instinct; lightning played across it as the first two bullets disintegrated. Bad Trip dropped the shield. The third bullet caught him dead centre in the head. He slowed down his perception. He felt it move through his head, felt the degradation of his current form as the bullet destroyed the meat in its path.


Bad Trip watched Shaw’s eyes widen as he kept coming. He appreciated the accuracy of the human soldier’s fire, particularly as the man was un-augmented. He was also impressed that the human was holding it together in the face of this exciting new experience.



Shaw was squeezing the Sig’s trigger again when the scarred man tore the slide off the pistol and it fell apart in his hand.


‘You’ll have to do better than that,’ he hissed as blood ran down his face.


Shaw dropped the disassembled pistol and stepped back. The folding knife’s blade clicked into place as he drew it and lunged at the scarred man.


Bad Trip swayed to the side, pushed Shaw’s wrist hard, moving the blade away from him. The human realised that he was in the fight of his life now. He hadn’t hesitated, he’d just gone after him with the blade. Bad Trip recognised the human fighting style, a mixture of generations of received special forces wisdom, mixed in with a knife fighting form called Kali. The knife was coming at him from a number of different angles. Shaw was using his other arm to either cover the body or make distracting strikes.


Bad Trip heard the other blade opening, felt Collins shift from his position on the ground and stab at his leg. Bad Trip brought his left leg up high, stepping over Collins’s blade and then kicked out at Shaw with the raised leg. The kick was rudimentary but so fast and powerful there was little Shaw could do about it. The kick picked the SAS trooper up off his feet and sent him flying through the air. Bad Trip brought his leg around rapidly and tried to stamp on Collins but the other soldier had rolled backwards and onto his feet, bruised ribs notwithstanding. Bad Trip continued spinning around as Collins lunged at him with his knife. Too late, Collins realised that he’d made a mistake as Bad Trip grabbed his wrist, locked it up and then bent it so hard that the radius and ulna snapped and the ulna shot through the human’s skin. Even screaming, as Collins looked at his arm spurting blood, he tried to draw his own Sig, clumsily with his left hand. Bad Trip had seen enough. The test was over. The alien grabbed Collins’s gun first, drew it and shot the SAS trooper twice in the stomach. He watched Collins’s already pain-filled eyes widen as he did so. He wanted to know what the human felt. Collins staggered back, spitting out blood before collapsing to the ground.



Bad Trip reached out behind him and caught Shaw’s wrist just as the other SAS trooper was about to plunge the blade into the back of the alien’s skull. Bad Trip swept his leg up and kicked Shaw in the side of the face, powdering the bone, spinning him around before he sank to his knees, drooling blood and dribbling teeth.


Bad Trip took a leather pouch out of the breast pocket of his suit. He unzipped it and removed the stainless steel syringe. He could do this himself, manufacture and exude the chemicals and picotech required to create a Juicer from his internal systems, but it was all about the props after all. He leaned down and injected the entire syringe into Collins. Alien chemicals and technology flowed into the SAS trooper’s system; it started to transform him, augment him, make him a slave.


Bad Trip stared at the empty syringe and then replaced it in the leather pouch. He heard groaning from behind him. He turned to look at Shaw. The human soldier was trying to stand though his eyes wouldn’t focus. Bad Trip stalked over to him. The flesh on Shaw’s face made way for the alien’s fingers. Bad Trip lifted the human up by his face. This time the chemicals and the picotech flowed from the alien himself. Props and theatrics. May as well get into character, even if there was nobody around to see. Though he was aware of sirens in the distance.



Finally, Bad Trip dropped Shaw just as he saw flashing blue lights reflected in the darkness of the river. He started walking away from the sound of the sirens. Shaw and Collins fell in behind him.







Chapter Three




Dagenham, 5 May, 0320 (BST)


He counted the ways in which using the river as an approach was a mistake. Firstly, while approaching sub-surface would provide concealment, the visibility was so bad that they were relying on a transponder placed by an intelligence asset to even find the warehouse. Never mind the warehouse, we’ll need the transponder to find the north bank of the Thames, Corporal Noel Burman thought.


Secondly, they were fighting the current all the way. They were going to be knackered by the time they got there.


Thirdly, sneaky though they may be, egressing the river up to the warehouse would leave them more exposed than he would like.


In short, Noel was of the opinion that this approach had been chosen because their new boss was over confident about Operation Kingship, and felt that the joint Metropolitan Police’s Serious and Organised Crime Command, or SCD7, and Special Boat Service operation was little more than a training exercise. In short, the boss felt that they needed to return to their frogmen roots.



Surrounded by muck, kicking hard to swim upstream and barely able to see the transponder tracker strapped to his wrist, Noel felt there had to be easier ways. It was not that he was looking for an easy life, far from it, he just felt that, when you were dealing with a heroin trafficking ring that intel claimed started in the poppy fields of a Taliban-controlled area in Afghanistan, erring on the side of caution might be a good idea, particularly after the fiasco at the ice rink in Brixton with the Special Reconnaissance Regiment. Apparently one of their lads had gone nuts and had a blue-on-blue, a friendly fire incident. Still, if you want something done right, Noel thought, don’t ask the army. It was nonsense, he knew – the SRR were a very capable outfit, which recruited from the ranks of the SBS – but a bit of inter-service rivalry never hurt anyone.


He all but swam into one of the supports. The warehouse they were hitting jutted, slightly, out over the Thames. He counted his four-man patrol in. Then he pulled each of them close enough to see him signal that he was going up to take a look.


Noel broke the surface of the river. He’d flipped the night vision goggles down over his mask. He looked around, seeing the surrounding area in green, and saw nobody. He looked up at a rusted ladder that led to a wooden platform on the river side of the warehouse. He watched for a while, breathing quietly through his regs. The rebreathers they were using wouldn’t make any telltale bubbles that would give away their position. He had already checked his dive watch. They had five minutes, more than enough time. He sank below the surface again.



***


Beckett and Goddard surfaced first. They had removed their rebreathers, and weight belts, and attached them to one of the supports to be recovered later. They had wrapped their legs around one of the supports to hold themselves steady in the water. The only parts of them that broke the water were their heads and their MP5SD sub-machine guns. The integrally suppressed SMGs had condoms covering the barrels to protect the otherwise waterproof weapon from submersion.


Beckett and Goddard covered Noel and Dolton as they rapidly made their way up the ladder. At the top, Dolton covered Beckett and then Goddard as they made their way up the ladder. Noel made his way across the narrow platform to the corrugated metal of the warehouse’s external wall. He knelt down, training his MP5SD at the door. Moments later, Dolton and Goddard joined him. Goddard took up a position on the other side of the closed door. Beckett lay down on the edge of the platform, concealing himself as best he could in the absence of cover, watching the river-approach.


They were in the shadow of the ugly collection of fuel tanks that was the Barking Reach Power station. The lights of Thamesmead were reflected in the river from the opposite bank.



Dolton began attaching the det cord to the warehouse door. To Noel’s mind, Dolton was your stereotypical laddish marine, a Yorkshire lad, from Hull. A nice guy and a loyal, if occasionally irritatingly boisterous, friend. Loud though he might be in the pub, on the job he was as quiet and professional as the rest of them.


Dolton slid the detonator and unspooled the wire connecting it to the trigger mechanism and then moved behind Noel.


‘Echo actual to all Echo call signs, report,’ Sergeant Stanton’s soft Highland accent came over the tac radio, quiet but clear.


‘Echo-one, in position, over.’


‘Echo-two, in position, over.’


‘Echo-three, in position, over.’


Noel depressed the talk button on the radio but then stopped. He was watching the handle of the door to the warehouse slowly turn.


‘Echo-four, hold, over,’ he whispered over the tac link.


Opposite him, Goddard touched the hilt of the dive knife strapped to the breast of his harness. Noel shook his head. In this op they were basically acting as police and had the same rules of engagement. They were to subdue and arrest the drug traffickers. They could only fire if fired upon. Noel raised the MP5SD, placed the weapon’s folding stock in the crook of his shoulder as he looked through the weapon’s holographic sight. The sight superimposed a circular, reticle image where the bullet would hit the target.



The door opened. A large man wearing a leather coat and sporting a crew cut stepped out of the warehouse. He had a bodybuilder’s physique. He let the door swing closed behind him and then started to reach into the inside pocket of his leather coat. He hadn’t even noticed the three SBS commandos crouched down by the door. Goddard and Dolton were both covering the man. Noel was still covering the door.


‘Armed police, get on the ground now, or we will fire!’ Goddard said quietly, putting as much menace into his Geordie accent as he could. The man stopped, a packet of cigarettes half drawn from his jacket and glanced over his shoulder. If he was surprised to see the three commandos there he didn’t show it. ‘Now!’ Goddard snapped as loudly as he dared.


It was surprising enough that a man looking down the barrel of three SMGs would make a move for a weapon. What was more surprising was that he managed to bring the weapon to bear. He only got the one warning. Goddard and Dolton both fired three-round bursts from their SMGs. The integral suppressors made the weapons sound like old-fashioned typewriters. The muzzle flash lit up the area. The man staggered back as six subsonic rounds impacted into his centre mass. Noel glanced round at the target. At first he thought the gunman was wearing body armour because he was still standing, but then he saw red spreading across the front of the man’s white shirt.



Still staggering backwards, the gunman started firing. The noise of the unsuppressed rounds was appalling. The gunfire sounded wrong somehow. The bullets seemed to scream, like a jet taking off. He didn’t even hear Goddard and Dolton fire again. The top of the man’s head came off and his face caved in, turning red.


‘Echo-four-one, we are compromised, one X-ray down, over,’ Noel said over the radio.


‘All call signs full breach,’ Stanton replied.


Noel didn’t have to say anything. Beckett was running over to join them as Dolton pounded the det cord’s firing mechanism twice. The door might have been unlocked but this was about violence of action now. The det cord blew an oblong hole in the door. Goddard threw a flashbang in through the hole. All four of them turned away from the bright light. The noise of the explosion momentarily deafened them. Noel was aware of other explosions from inside the warehouse as the other three four-man patrols hit the warehouse.


Noel stepped through the hole the det cord had made into smoke. He moved forward purposefully, weapon at the ready. He was going as much from memory, the plans they’d studied, the mock-ups of the warehouse they walked through, as from his smoke-obscured sight. He didn’t have to look behind him to know that Goddard, Dolton and Beckett would be following.


He twitched the weapon around, looking where he pointed the SMG, checking the corners, elevation. He was in a small corridor with windows on either side looking into the warehouse’s office space. All the glass in the windows had been shattered by the overpressure from the det cord’s explosion.



Noel knelt down and tossed another flashbang into the office to their right. Dolton did the same to the office on the left. Beckett and Goddard advanced past them, knelt down and tossed flashbangs into the two offices further down. He felt himself buffeted by the pressure from the four blasts in close quarters. Even through closed eyes, the phosphorous glare of the stun grenades leaked through, leaving him with pinpricks of light in his vision when he opened them again. The thunderous blast of stun grenades had left him deaf.


Noel stood up, pointing the weapon through the broken window of the smoke-filled office. He moved round to the doorway and booted the already battered door off its hinges as he entered. There was a figure in the office. Little more than a man-sized shape in the smoke. He couldn’t hear himself shouting that he was armed police, telling the man to get on the ground. Gun, Noel thought. The figure was armed. Despite the battering the man must have taken, despite the fact that he had to be blind and deaf, so probably couldn’t hear Noel’s ultimatum, the man was swinging around with surprising speed and raising the weapon to fire.


Muzzle flash illuminated the smoky room. The man staggered back, then tried to bring the gun to bear again. Noel fired another three-round burst. The man staggered back again but still wouldn’t go down. Noel shifted aim slightly. The third three round burst took the top of the man’s head off.



Noel’s hearing returned. The smoke burned the back of his throat and was making his eyes water. It took a moment for him to realise that the screaming wasn’t human; it was the sound of the drug traffickers’ strange-sounding weapons. Light appeared through the smoke as bullet after bullet tore through the flimsy internal walls.


Noel leant over the man and fired two more rounds into the mess that was his face. Then he turned and headed back out into the corridor. Ahead of him, he saw the smoke refract the light from more muzzle flashes. Over the tac radio he heard that they were encountering significantly more resistance than they had thought.


Goddard stumbled out of the office he had been clearing. His body jerking from impact. Noel watched in horror as Goddard’s body fell apart. Churned up by the screaming high-velocity rounds. The destruction of Goddard’s flesh looked much more like it had been hit with large-calibre machine-gun fire than by rounds from the small boxy SMGs the drug traffickers were carrying. Noel was aware of the eddies that the targets’ rounds were making in the smoke, all around him.


More muzzle flashes from the office opposite. Long bursts that Noel recognised as suppressing fire from Beckett. Noel moved rapidly. More screaming and muzzle flashes from the weapons that had killed Goddard. Beckett had stopped firing. It had taken milliseconds. Noel reached the corner of the office with the gunman in it. He could see the shape of the man turning towards him. He fired, a three-round burst to the head. He heard the screaming start again. Something hit his head. Then a jackhammer in his side. He was spun around into the other wall.



He knew he was dead. Blackness.


***


‘Noel! Get the fuck up!’


More screaming. An acrid taste in his mouth. Something wet on the side of his face, pain in his side. Then it hit him. Goddard was dead, probably Beckett as well. Dolton knelt next to him, covering the door to the main warehouse area.


‘This is Echo-four-three, Echo-four-two and Echo-four-four are down, repeat Echo-four-two and Echo-four-four are down.’ It took a moment for Noel to realise that he was hearing it simultaneously because Dolton was talking over the tac radio. Dolton looked down at him. ‘You good?’


Noel tried to move and found he could. His face was covered in his own blood, he was battered and bruised, but he could still move. He was lying quite far away from where he’d been hit. Over the tac radio he could hear the sitreps being reported calmly. More call signs were down. He translated this to mean more dead friends. There was more screaming from the traffickers’ weapons. More beams of light cut through the smoke as more rounds flew through the office area. He looked at the door that led to the main area of the warehouse.



Noel got up, changing the magazine on the MP5SD.


‘This is Echo-four-one to all Echo call signs. Suggest head shots only, repeat head shots only, over,’ Noel announced over the tac radio. In close quarters battle they were trained to always go for headshots in case the target was wearing body armour. The powers-that-be had decided that would look bad on what was supposed to be an ostensibly civilian operation. ‘Two to come out of office area, confirm.’


Dolton opened the door to the warehouse area, and both of them went blinking into the much brighter light.


***


Noel was looking at the back of another gunman who was firing up at the roof of the warehouse. There was a spray of red as Noel put three rounds into the back of the gunman’s head. The man hit the ground. He took the scene in as he moved, searching for a new target. The warehouse was basically a large open space roughly square in shape. The office area was a structure within the larger structure of the warehouse, built against the back, riverside, wall. Opposite the office space was the main door. The door had buckled inwards as a result of a large breaching charge and having been driven into by an armoured Snatch Land Rover. In the centre of the warehouse was a large pile of hardened plastic crates. The crates were underneath a broken skylight. There were four lines dangling through the skylight. Hanging from two of the lines were climbing harnesses. One of the harnesses contained a black-clad torso, with one arm. The other had a few chunks of meat in it and was dripping.



There were a number of dead gunmen on the ground but he could only see the headless body of one other SBS trooper. There was, however, a lot of blood on the floor and the walls of the warehouse, and lots of chunks of meat.


He could see that two other members of the troop were using the Land Rover as cover. The armoured vehicle had been so riddled with holes that it was falling apart. He could see muzzle flashes from the other side of the crates that suggested other members of the troop were still alive.


Something wet hit Noel. Noel turned, as Dolton was torn apart. He saw the gunman that had just appeared round the corner of the crates. He was walking the rounds in on Noel. Noel fired. The gunman staggered, then the top of his head came off in a spray of bone and blood, as someone unseen shot him from above through the broken skylight.


There was firing from the top of the crates. Holes appeared in the roof of the warehouse. Part of the roof collapsed and a black-clad figure plummeted through the roof to impact hard on the warehouse floor.


‘Echo actual to Echo-four, one more X-ray on top of the crates, remaining call signs will suppress your assault, confirm,’ Stanton said.



‘Confirmed,’ Noel transmitted. He was fighting down the horror of what had happened here. All he could feel was numb. He was worried that he was going into shock. He hadn’t even told them that Dolton was down. Not down. Had ceased to exist. He was wearing what Dolton had once been. Over the screaming rounds from the remaining gunman’s weapon, Noel managed to hear Stanton whisper the word grenade over the tac radio.


He closed his eyes and looked down. They had cooked the grenades. Removed the spoons and pins and held onto them, throwing them at the last moment so that all three flashbangs had exploded in mid-air. Noel went deaf, the glow creeping back through his eyelids.


Still seeing points of light in his vision, he ran, scrambling up the rough steps made by the stacked crates. He was close to the top now. A figure loomed over him. He fired. Hit. The figure grabbed his SMG and yanked it toward him. Noel flew forward, pulled by the sling. He hit the top of the crates. Rolling, he felt rather than saw the figure stalking after him. He swung round on the floor, trying to bring his weapon to bear. The SMG was kicked so hard it broke. A huge hand grabbed him by the front of his harness and lifted him up into the air. Noel found himself face to face with a massive, bearded man covered in his own blood. Noel tore his dive knife from the scabbard and plunged it into the man’s neck. The man stared at him. Panic came close to claiming Noel. The man hit him, breaking his nose. Blackness swam up in his vision, trying to take him away from all this. He tried to shake it off. Somehow, he had the presence of mind to rip the knife from the man’s neck and ram it into the shoulder joint of the arm that was holding him up. His attacker didn’t even scream in pain; he just dropped him. Noel scrabbled for his sidearm, dragging the P226 from its holster and firing. The figure staggered as round after round forced him back.



Head! He shifted aim and fired again and again. He was missing. The figure reached for him. The gunman’s face exploded and sprayed over Noel. The figure stood over him for a moment and then toppled to the ground. Stanton was standing behind him. Smoke drifted from his SMG. He double tapped the bearded man in the head just to be sure.


‘Clear,’ the Scot said into his tac radio before turning to Noel. ‘You all right son?’


Noel stared at him. Noel had served with the Royal Marines for three years, during which he had done a tour in Afghanistan. He’d applied and been accepted for special forces’ selection, which he had passed. He had then spent the next four years with the SBS. He had gone to Iraq, and then back to Afghanistan two more times. During that period he had been involved in fifteen serious firefights, which was a lot for any soldier, but he’d had to come to East London for something truly bad to happen. The entirety of red troop had been on the op. Sixteen men.


‘How many?’ Noel asked numbly.


‘Dolton?’ the sergeant asked. Noel shook his head. ‘There’s five of us left.’



Noel stared at Stanton. Eleven of his friends. Eleven of the people he would probably be the closest to ever, because they had shared the bond of having to rely on each other to stay alive, because they had seen and experienced things that most people had no idea about.


Sergeant Stanton was not surprised to see the tears come. The training notwithstanding, the human mind wasn’t really set up for this sort of trauma. He just hoped he still had a trooper left afterwards.


***


Detective Superintendent Samantha Linley was watching the warehouse warily. She was still shaking slightly as she took another drag on her cigarette. In her early fifties, she was thin to the point of gaunt; she’d run on nerves, cigarettes and coffee for too many years. Her skin looked like leather spread across bone and her teeth were yellow. She shivered again, despite the warmth of the night.


The firing had stopped more than ten minutes ago. There was still a cordon of armed police with weapons trained on the warehouse. The whole area was bathed in flashing blue lights but SF had asked for them to hold back until they gave the all clear. She didn’t even have contact with SF’s command element at the moment as they had joined the firefight when it had kicked off.


The media had already started turning up. It would look bad; they were being turned away by heavily armed police officers. The Home Secretary was on his way.



‘Shit!’


Some of the nearby officers glanced her way. After Brixton, this was the last thing the Met needed, not in the run-up to an election, not with an unpopular government desperate for scapegoats. This was going to be on her, she knew that. Despite the fact that she hadn’t liked the intel. It had read like an analyst grasping at straws, like they had desperately wanted a pipeline from Afghanistan ending in East London to exist. She had recommended observation, but the push to mount a raid had come from her superiors. Still, it had been her operation. She would be held accountable.


‘Nobody should have to die in Dagenham,’ she muttered to herself. She was a Stepney girl, born and bred.


***


They had secured the warehouse. Made sure there was nobody else there. Noel had helped after he had pulled himself together enough to do so. For the most part he hadn’t been able to recognise the constituent parts of his dead friends.


‘Did you get tagged?’ Stanton asked him.


Noel’s face hurt and his side really hurt. Stanton poured some water over the side of Noel’s face, cleaning off some of Dolton’s blood, and examined the wound. ‘Looks like debris fragments. You’ll live.’


Noel was working on automatic now, going through the motions that his training had instilled in him. He looked at his side. There was a tear in his body armour. He unclipped the body armour and looked at the wound. The round had made a rent straight through the armour as if it hadn’t been there. There was an angry bruised line drawn on his flesh but it hadn’t broken his flesh. He remembered the force of this graze knocking him off his feet. That didn’t quite square with what he knew about the physics of ballistics.



‘Lucky,’ Stanton muttered.


Noel saw Lieutenant Harcombe staring around at the carnage in the warehouse. He looked dazed. Noel glared at him angrily. Now fury was replacing the numbness.


‘How come you’re not dead?’ he shouted at the lieutenant. In anger, his London accent sounded stronger. Harcombe’s head jerked around to look at him. Noel started towards the lieutenant.


Stanton grabbed the wiry young Afro-Caribbean commando, but Noel tried to push the other non-commissioned officer away.


‘What are you doing?’ Stanton asked.


‘A vehicle ram, rappel through the skylight, sub-surface infil. Are you kidding me? Too complex, too many moving parts. We’re lucky he didn’t order a heliborne assault as well, maybe have HMS Belfast soften up the target for old times’ sake?’ Actually, that wouldn’t have been a bad idea, but he decided to keep that thought to himself. He pointed up at the bloody lines still dangling through the skylight. ‘Barrows and the others wouldn’t have stood a chance!’



‘Chinese Parliament,’ Stanton said, meaning the planning stage of an op. Everyone had their say when a plan of action was decided on and you didn’t get to whine about it afterwards. Noel rounded on Stanton.


‘What Chinese Parliament? You were at the briefing. He’s still giving out orders like he’s a Rupert back in the marines,’ Noel hissed and tried to break free.


Stanton dragged him round, to face him again.


‘He came in when it went tits up. That’s something.’


‘He just killed eleven people,’ Noel said loudly. Harcombe was staring at him.


‘Quiet,’ Stanton hissed. ‘Fucking pull yourself together. Save it for the after-action report, he’s binned anyway.’ Noel just stared at Stanton. ‘I don’t think we lost as many people as this in one action during World War Two. He’s gone. He’ll be lucky if he’s only RTU’d.’


‘Returned-to-unit? He’ll be lucky if he doesn’t have an accident.’


‘Hey!’ Stanton snapped. ‘That’s enough. You’re angry. You’re going to be looking for people to blame, and believe me this is better than when you start blaming yourself, but I need you here, now, you understand me?’


Noel stared at the sergeant and then looked away, sagging slightly.


‘Yeah, yeah, I’m sorry Jim. What happened out here?’


‘We hit them, Echo-one in the Snatch,’ he pointed at the bullet-riddled armoured Land Rover. ‘Echo-two through the side door.’ He pointed at what was left of the warehouse’s side door. ‘Echo-three through the roof.’ Stanton pointed at the bloody harnesses. Noel knew this, it had been the plan, but repetition was the key to a clear picture. It didn’t hurt to go over it again.



‘Were they waiting for us?’


‘No. They shook off the flashbangs a lot quicker than we expected and returned fire.’


‘Mercenaries, ex-Spetznaz, something like that?’ The gunmen looked Eastern European to Noel. They certainly didn’t look Middle Eastern or Central Asian.


‘I don’t doubt that a few of them had military training but there was no discipline there; they weren’t even brilliant shots but they laid a lot of fire down and they had no fear whatsoever. They were also bloody quick, I mean really fast.’


‘They didn’t go down easy either,’ Noel said. ‘Jacked-up on adrenalin?’


‘Maybe, Stanton said, shrugging. Both of them had encountered insurgents in Iraq who had been injecting adrenalin. It would explain the lack of a fear response. The adrenalin and the fact that the SBS commandos had been firing relatively small calibre nine millimetre rounds in the SMGs could also explain why the central mass shots hadn’t been taking the gunmen down immediately. Again it was something they had encountered in both Iraq and Afghanistan.


‘What were they shooting?’ Noel asked. ‘I’ve never heard anything like that.’


Stanton nodded at the closest gunman. Noel turned and headed over to the corpse, picking up the weapon. Harcombe was speaking over the hand radio the police had given him; he stopped when Noel picked the weapon up.



‘Hey! Trooper, put that down!’ Nice of you to learn my name, boss, Noel thought but he ignored the lieutenant. Stanton turned and made calming motions towards the lieutenant.


Noel examined the weapon.


‘That’s not right,’ he muttered. He was looking at a compact Heckler & Koch MP7A1, 4.6 millimetre, personal defence weapon. He had fired them before. They did not sound like, or have the ballistic properties of the weapons that had been used against them. He looked at Stanton. Stanton just shook his head.


‘When Goddard got hit it looked like he’d been hit with a gimpy at least, maybe a fifty cal.’


‘Hydrostatic shock. You hear the screaming?’ Noel nodded. ‘Very high velocity.’


‘I’m familiar with high velocity …’


‘Not this high velocity. I think they were hypersonic. The sound was something to do with the doppler effect.’


‘Supercharged rounds? Increased powder charge, something like that?’ Stanton shrugged. Noel was just guessing. He looked down at the small PDW. He noticed that there was black dust pouring out of the barrel. He looked at Stanton, who looked mystified. On a whim he popped the magazine out of the weapon’s pistol grip and checked it. He stared into the magazine and then upended it. More black dust fell out of it.


Noel placed the MP7 back on the ground and headed over to the crates. Harcombe, still watching them, looked like he was about to object but decided against it. Noel opened the crate and found himself looking at packing foam with small vials packed into holes cut in the material. A few of the vials contained a bright blue liquid. The rest contained black dust as well. As the two SBS troopers watched, more of the bright blue liquid turned to black dust. They stared at it.



‘You poor bastards.’ Noel recognised the voice. He palmed two vials from the case. One of them was one of the few remaining vials with blue liquid in it and the other had black dust in it. Then he turned to look at DI Samantha Linley.


‘Sam,’ Noel said. The detective superintendent was stood by the Land Rover looking around in horror at the destruction in the warehouse. He had worked with Sam before and known her even before that, back when she had been a beat copper on the same South London estates he’d grown up on.


Samantha walked across the blood-stained floor, nodding at Stanton, ignoring Harcombe. She knew it was the NCOs you needed to get on side when working with SF. It was the NCOs that got things done. She put a hand on Noel’s shoulder.


‘You going to be all right, love?’ Noel swallowed hard but nodded. She glanced at the open crate. Inside, all the vials were just full of black dust now. She shook her head. She was at a loss. She turned to Stanton. ‘Can my crime scene boys get in here?’


‘We’ll need another twenty minutes to police all our gear up.’



She nodded, turned and headed for the door.


‘I’ll see you at the debrief,’ she said over her shoulder. ‘If I haven’t been fired by then. The Home Secretary’s here.’


Noel glanced down at the two vials in his gloved hand. Both contained black dust now.







Chapter Four




Angels & Demons Nightclub, Brixton, South London, 8 May, 0400 (BST)


Nicholas Burman was less than pleased. It was four am. It had been a long night and now this. Oliver was keeping pace with him as they walked across the main dance floor of the empty nightclub.


‘You know him?’ Oliver asked. Nicholas had chosen Oliver as the next in line for the throne because he was smart and capable of making the hard decisions. Oliver would be ruthless, as he was, because you had to be, you couldn’t slip, couldn’t be seen to be soft, but he wasn’t an animal.


Nicholas glanced down at the smaller man. Oliver kept his head razor shaved and wore steel-rimmed glasses. Like Nicholas, Oliver always wore Savile Row when he was working. You had to give off the right impression. Like Nicholas, Oliver was of Afro-Caribbean descent and had grown up on various estates in Lambeth, and other parts of South London. Unlike Nicholas, Oliver hadn’t had such a supportive family. It had been Nicholas who had paid for Oliver to go to college, Nicholas who had supported Oliver, whilst he did his degree in business part time.



‘Tamal? Know of him. Don’t know what he’s doing here.’


They reached the top of the stairs that led down to the foyer and the doors to the street. Billy, one of Nicholas’s security people, was there. He put his hand up to stop his powerfully built boss. Nicholas knew that some people in his position would resent that, but he paid these people to do things like this, to look after his safety.


‘What’s up?’ Nicholas asked.


‘They’re carrying shooters,’ Billy said.


‘What?’


‘Maybe you should head out the back,’ Oliver suggested and then gave it some thought. ‘Maybe we should all head out the back.’


‘Not even your normal handguns or sawn-offs either, they look like automatic weapons. I think Oliver’s right,’ Billy said. The dreadlocked second-generation Somali wore Savile Row as well, like everyone else in Nicholas’s crew.


‘You tooled?’ Oliver asked. Billy answered by opening his suit jacket and showing them the two long-barrelled .38 revolvers in his waistband.


‘Billy the Kid,’ Nicholas groused. He hated it when his crew had to go armed. It was always a sign that something had gone wrong. ‘Well it’s not a hit or they would have shot their way in here by now.’ Billy and Oliver were looking at him expectantly. ‘Fucking bullshit testosterone politics. I’m looking forward to when this is your problem and I’m lying on a beach in the North Island earning twelve per cent,’ Nicholas told Oliver and headed down the stairs.



‘Not in this economy,’ Oliver muttered and followed him.


***


Tamal was a bulky man in his early fifties just going to seed. Everything he wore was elegant but just a little out of date. He had on a little too much jewellery for Nicholas’s taste, and he didn’t like the homburg either. The two with Tamal were obvious muscle. They didn’t look Turkish either, more like Eastern European, Nicholas thought. Danny and Josh, another two members of Nicholas’s crew, were down there keeping an eye on the three newcomers.


Nicholas knew that Tamal was high up in the main Turkish syndicate that controlled the heroin trade in North London. He had made his name a few years back when he had been instrumental in brutally winning a drugs war with the Kurdish gangs.


‘You’ll forgive me for not being very welcoming but it’s late and you weren’t invited,’ Nicholas said as he reached the foyer of the club, which now seemed quite crowded with a number of large people in it. He immediately turned to one of the security guys and opened his coat. The guy pulled away with a curse but not before Nicholas had seen the weapon on a sling hanging down under the muscle’s leather coat. It was some kind of sub-machine gun, Nicholas thought; doubtless, his brother would have known what it was called. Nicholas turned to Tamal, eyebrows raised.



‘Just security,’ Tamal said holding his hands open.


‘You’re a long way from the Ladder. Do we have business?’ Nicholas asked.


‘I was hoping to discuss some, yes.’


‘Well, there are ways and means. Coming here tooled up like cowboys in a way that could make plod very unhappy with all of us is not one of them. Also, it’s really late at night and I want to get home.’


‘Ah yes, to Jessica, and your daughter Kimberley.’


Nicholas stared at him for a beat. Oliver, Billy, Danny and Josh all tensed up. Nicholas swallowed hard.


‘Excuse me?’ he asked. Tamal and the two muscle seemed unperturbed. Tamal met Nicholas’s eyes.


‘I meant nothing by it. A result of research, not a threat. We wish to deal with you. We have a very lucrative offer.’


Nicholas nodded. Relaxing. His crew did likewise.


‘Lucrative I like.’


‘Excellent. May we speak inside?’


‘You can. Your two monkeys can wait outside,’ Nicholas said, nodding at the two muscle.


‘But it is cold outside,’ Tamal said easily.


‘They can use the time to reflect on the idiocy of bringing automatic weapons to a business meeting.’


Tamal shrugged. He turned to the two muscle and nodded. They both left the foyer, heading back out onto Brixton Hill.



‘Josh,’ Nicholas said. Josh gestured to Tamal to raise his arms.


Tamal turned to Nicholas. ‘Is this really necessary?’


‘Indulge me. I’m a very nervous man.’


Tamal raised his arms. Josh frisked him thoroughly.


‘Boss,’ Josh said and handed Nicholas a rather garish silver-plated Beretta with mother-of-pearl handgrips.


‘Have the North Koreans invaded Green Lanes or something?’ Nicholas asked. Tamal shrugged.


‘He’s not wired,’ Josh announced and then waved Tamal’s mobile phone at Nicholas.


‘That stays down here,’ Nicholas said pointing at the phone. Tamal looked less than pleased but nodded. ‘Now, I’m sorry about your less than gracious welcome. Can I get you a drink?’


‘Coffee?’


‘At this time of night? Sure.’


Nicholas gestured up the stairs and then followed Tamal up. He left Danny and Josh in the foyer watching the door.


***


Tamal pushed the swing door open into the club’s main dance and bar area. It was empty now, the chairs stacked, but it still smelt of perfume, sweat and booze. There were only a few lights on, neon pools reflected in the steel and mirrors of the club’s decor.



Tamal started to turn when he heard the slide on his own Beretta being worked.


Nicholas was surprised by how quickly the North Londoner reacted but he still managed to grab him by the lapels and propel him across the dance floor and into a table. Chairs crashed to the floor as Nicholas pushed Tamal, painfully, over the table and pushed the pistol into his face.


Billy had kept pace with Nicholas, his hands never far from his two revolvers. Oliver remained by the doors at the top of the stairs.


‘This is a mistake,’ Tamal told Nicholas, evenly. There was no trace of fear in the other man.


‘No, a mistake is even mentioning my family. I need a very compelling reason why you and your two friends aren’t just about to disappear.’ Nicholas spat, though Tamal’s lack of fear was starting to bother him. He knew that he was genuinely prepared to kill to protect his family. If Tamal was any judge of character, he would know that as well. The movies notwithstanding, having a gun pointed at you was a big deal. It rarely mattered how fearless you wanted to appear, the response to this sort of danger was difficult to overcome.


‘I apologise. I didn’t mean it to sound like a threat,’ Tamal told him.


‘Bullshit,’ Nicholas said quietly.


‘It was more a warning,’ Tamal said and smiled. Nicholas stared at him. ‘An assurance of good behaviour on your part.’



‘You’re not doing yourself any favours,’ Nicholas said through gritted teeth.


‘Imagine I don’t care. Imagine this isn’t the first time I’ve had a gun pointed at me. Now do you want to talk or fuck around?’


Nicholas let him up off the table. Tamal brushed himself down. Nicholas handed Tamal his Beretta. It was bravado, he knew, meant to show that Tamal, even armed, didn’t worry him.


Nicholas went over to the bar and turned on the coffee machine. Tamal sat at the bar. Billy stood nearby, keeping an eye on the North Londoner. Oliver came over to join them, sitting at the bar as well.


‘So no,’ Nicholas finally said, handing Tamal and then Oliver a cup of coffee. ‘I don’t want to talk or fuck around. North London’s very far away, and as far as I’m concerned it can stay that way, and never the twain shall meet.’


‘Your distribution network covers everything south of the river as far as Croydon. We want to supply to you, that’s all.’


‘Which pisses off my suppliers. We got here by not ruffling too many feathers, making everyone involved a lot of money, and staying well below the radar. I see no reason to change that.’ Nicholas took a sip from the cup of coffee he’d made himself.


Tamal reached into the breast pocket of his suit jacket. Billy grabbed his wrist before he got too much further.


‘I’ve been searched,’ Tamal said in exasperation. Billy looked at Nicholas, who nodded. Tamal took out a leather case and unzipped it. Inside were several glass vials, each containing a bright blue liquid. Tamal held up a vial and showed it to Nicholas. The liquid seemed to glow in the neon light.



‘Pretty,’ Nicholas said. ‘You’re not getting tired of bringing illegal shit onto my premises are you?’


‘It’s not illegal,’ Tamal said.


‘Yet. Let me guess, it’s the next big thing.’


‘I thought you would have heard by now.’


‘And you’ve got the only chemist. Any idea how often I’ve heard this song? I’d expect better of someone with your reputation though.’


‘Try before you buy. Must be worth a punt.’


‘That Bliss?’ Oliver asked. Tamal nodded.


‘Maybe it is the next big thing but, if I get into it, I’ll get into it with people I know,’ Nicholas told Tamal.


‘We are the only people.’


‘Then thank you for the offer but, respectfully, I decline.’


‘Why?’


Nicholas stared at Tamal for a moment and then laughed. ‘Where do I start? Because this isn’t 1920s Chicago. You want to play gangster, do it in the north. Because I don’t know you and you’ve not made a good impression. Because you mentioned my family, which is just fucking unprofessional. But, most importantly, because whatever this is,’ he pointed at the vials. ‘You’re high on it, aren’t you?’


He’d seen it in the other man’s dilated pupils and his lack of fear when he’d pointed the gun at him. It was the first time that Tamal had looked anything less than completely sure of himself.



‘It’s really good. You should try some.’


‘No thank you. Good night.’


‘We’re talking about a lot of money,’ Tamal said as Billy took a step towards him.


‘As well as having a nervous disposition, or perhaps because of it, I am a very cautious man. Now I’ll say goodnight.’


Tamal didn’t move. ‘You’re going to have to reconsider.’


‘Well, let’s cross that bridge when we get to it. Are you really going to make me say goodnight a third time?’


Nicholas met Tamal’s eyes. Nicholas was starting to regret having given the north Londoner his gun back. His hand was on the baseball bat they kept behind the bar.


Tamal stood up, still staring at Nicholas, before turning and leaving. Billy followed him out. Nicholas watched him go. ‘Shit!’ Nicholas finally exploded when he was sure that Tamal was well out of earshot.


‘You know he’s in charge up there, don’t you?’ Oliver said.


‘What? What happened to Demirtas?’


‘Two in the back of the head. Kurdish retaliation. Though some people think it was the price of peace.’


‘Brilliant. He’s dumb enough to come down here and start a war, isn’t he?’ Oliver nodded. ‘So this is it?’ Nicholas asked, pointing at the vials that Tamal had left. They had been forced to deal with a few freelancers dealing Bliss in the clubs.


‘Yeah, and we’re seeing a drop off in the club trade because of it,’ Oliver told him.



‘Is it that good?’


‘So they say. A morphine high, with a cocaine kick, and minimal come down. It’s like smack you can dance to, and it’s legal.’


‘For the next five minutes.’ Nicholas rubbed the bridge of his nose. ‘This is just what I need, some cunt who thinks he’s Scarface. I mean, if it’s designer, what’s he carrying machine guns for?’


‘This could bite into a lot of people’s profits.’


‘You think we should get into it?’


‘Not with that prick.’


Nicholas glanced down at the leather case and the vials again. He never handled product or cash and nobody in his crew used.


‘Find someone to take it for me. I want to find out what it really does. Get one of our chemists on it as well, someone who knows what they’re doing, I want it analysed. If it’s really that good we’ll see if they can start production in Holland …’


‘Tamal won’t like that,’ Oliver pointed out.


‘Tough shit, that’s just market forces for you. Hopefully it’ll be your problem anyway.’


‘Thanks,’ Oliver said.


‘And remember …’


‘I know, the moment you’re in, start looking for your replacement. Already on it.’


Nicholas knocked on the bar and grinned at Oliver.


‘I’m off home.’


‘Take Billy with you.’


‘No, because then Jess’ll know something’s up.’



‘You got something at home?’ Oliver asked. Nicholas nodded and headed for the door. ‘Night,’ Oliver said.


Nicholas waved over his shoulder.


***


Nicholas headed west, threading the silver Jaguar XF through the empty streets of London. He liked driving at this time. It was still dark; morning was a couple of hours away, but London had gone to bed a few hours before. It was his city at this time of the night.


He made it back to Buckinghamshire in less than an hour. The gate to the large detached house opened at the press of a button. It was a big house, well appointed, but nothing grand, nothing too ostentatious. Never draw attention to yourself.


He deactivated the security, activating it again as he headed upstairs as quietly as he could. He looked in on Kimberley; she shifted in her bed but didn’t wake. He watched her sleep. He could never square the world he lived in with her innocence. She was six now and already he knew that she was smarter and more beautiful than everyone else’s kids. He smiled at the thought, and then frowned, feeling, not for the first time, that his presence in her life, what he did, somehow polluted her. He closed the door and headed for the shower. He didn’t use their en-suite because he didn’t want to wake Jess.



He tried to sneak into bed but he woke her. She wasn’t like him. When her eyes were open, she was normally pretty alert.


‘Sorry,’ he whispered as wrapped his arms around her.


Jess could feel the tension in him.


‘What?’ she asked. Even in the darkness he could make out her large, brown eyes studying him.


‘Long day,’ he told her.


‘Bad day?’ He didn’t answer. He never would. She could never know anything about the business.


‘When?’ she asked.


‘Soon,’ he told her, completing the ritual – but he meant it more than ever this morning.







Chapter Five




RM Poole, 10 May, 0505


Four days on, Noel sat on his bed in the single man’s quarters at RM Poole. He was staring at the mirror above the sink on the opposite wall. He had a dressing on the side of his face and another over his broken nose. Both his eyes were black. Next to him, on the neatly made bed, was a Sig Sauer P226 handgun in a clip-on hip holster. It was loaded and there was a clip-on pouch with a further four magazines in it.


Stanton had been right. He was analysing everything that had happened. He had re-read and then re-written his after-action report several times. He had gone over all the other reports. Harcombe had resigned, but although the lieutenant had made the op more complicated than it needed to be Noel was coming round to the belief that it hadn’t been his fault. They had been outgunned and the targets had behaved very strangely. Realising this, he started looking for culpability.


He had been in charge of Echo-four. The deaths of Goddard, Dolton and Beckett were his responsibility, if not his fault. He looked for a mistake that he had made. Some of it was the training. He needed to learn from it. Some of it, if he had been honest with himself, was self-flagellation. He was self-aware enough to know that, other than a few minor slip-ups, he and his team had been tight.



The more he looked at it, the more he was of the opinion that intel had let them down, but then his experience of intel was that it was never as solid as it should be. Too often it was contaminated by wishful thinking somewhere along the line.


This left him wondering just what had been happening in the warehouse. The weapons, the gunmen, the blue liquid and the black dust, none of it made any sense.


Noel stood up and clipped the gun and the spare clips to his belt. He dropped a loose fitting shirt over the weapon and magazines to conceal them. He grabbed his kit bag and headed for the door.


***


‘Noel!’


Noel turned at the voice to see Stanton walking across the car park towards him. Stanton had been staying at the single man’s quarters ever since his long-term girlfriend had kicked him out.


‘All right Jim?’


The sergeant nodded.


‘You off?’


‘I’m going up to the Smoke, see some people.’



Stanton joined him as Noel headed for his car.


‘Some of us are heading up to Newquay. Maybe do a little surfing and a lot of drinking,’ the sergeant told him. He left it unsaid that it was the guys who’d survived the warehouse raid.


‘I appreciate that Jim but …’


‘The lads could do with you there, and I could do with your support.’


It wasn’t emotional blackmail, Noel knew; Stanton didn’t work like that. The quiet Scotsman was just doing what he thought was right for what was left of the troop, and being as honest as he knew how with Noel. That didn’t stop Noel from feeling like he was letting the other men down, badly.


‘Look Jim, I’ve got to get some things straight in my head if I’m going to be of any use to anyone.’


‘You signed out a Sig?’ Jim said.


Noel felt his heart sink. He shifted uncomfortably.


‘Yeah, we’re allowed to conceal carry off-duty.’ Noel knew he was sounding defensive.


‘We are, but most of us don’t, and you never do. That means either you’re off to do something really dumb, or you’re frightened.’ The sergeant left it unsaid that both situations could make Noel useless to the service. Stanton was watching Noel carefully, looking for some clue as to what the other man was thinking. Looking for a weakness that would be dangerous to the rest of the men.


‘I’m not going to do anything dumb. I just want to find out a few things. I’m not off the rails, Jim.’



Stanton looked less than happy but nodded.


‘All right. You need us up there …’


‘No, it’ll be fine …’


‘Listen. You need us up there, you call, okay?’ Noel nodded. They had arrived at his car, an old Saab Turbo. Stanton shook his head. ‘You’re not married, no kids that you know of, you could be driving a much better car.’


Noel smiled as he threw his kitbag into the backseat.


‘They are a woefully unrecognised classic car,’ he said.


Noel put the seatbelt on and turned the key in the ignition.






New Scotland Yard, London, 10 May, 0907 (BST)


DSI Linley had taken to coming to work through the underground parking garage, even though she travelled by tube. In the wake of the warehouse raid, New Scotland Yard was under siege. Reporters and news media surrounded the whole place and her face was known.


She arrived at the top of the steps to the foyer more than a little out of breath, cursing her dependence on cigarettes. She headed out into the ugly 1970s architecture of the foyer, and made her way towards the lift, trying to ignore the press of reporters pushed up against the glass at the front of the building. She made it to the lift. Out of breath. Someone got into the lift next to her.


‘You need to quit smoking,’ the figure said. This pleased Sam; she had been hoping that someone would volunteer to have her bad temper taken out on them. She turned to unload on her victim and found Noel taking off a baseball cap and grinning at her. The smile didn’t quite make it to his bruised eyes.



‘Oh love,’ Sam said and gave him a hug. She pulled back. ‘I’m really sorry about your boys … I …’ Then the guilt. Misgivings about the intelligence aside. She’d been in charge.


‘You didn’t like the intel, did you?’


‘No,’ she admitted a little reluctantly. ‘I didn’t. Too much analyst, not enough asset. What are you doing here, love?’


‘I’m trying to find out what happened. What can you tell me?’


Sam gave this some thought.


‘Fuck it, you’re part of the op as far as I’m concerned, you’ve probably got better clearance than I have, and frankly I trust you more than half the cunts in this building.’ Noel flinched a little at the language but smiled. ‘Who’d have thought it?’ she said, a little wistfully. ‘All those times chasing you and your toerag of a brother around the estates, and now look where we are.’


‘You almost used to keep up,’ Noel said and then tapped the pocket of her suit jacket where he knew she kept the cigarettes. She fixed him with a glare.


‘Not all of us can be cloaked-in-black super squaddies.’


‘Well I certainly can’t. I’m a marine.’


‘Whatever.’


*



They sat in an interview room. Sam had decided that she wanted a bit more privacy than her desk in an open plan office would provide. The room had ugly bare brick walls. The scarred furniture was bolted to the ground and the tape recorder in the room was off. Noel ignored the humming, flickering strip light.


There were photographs and reports spread out across the table.


‘So the guns?’ Noel asked. Sam grinned.


‘Typical squaddie …’


‘Bootneck,’ Noel suggested.


‘They were …’ She dragged a report towards her. It had a picture of one of the PDWs lying on the bloodstained floor clipped to it. ‘Heckler and Koch MP7A1s, but you’ll know that.’


‘Anything odd about them?’


Sam skim-read the report.


‘Other than a lot of wear and tear on the components, no. According to ballistics the weapons looked like they had fired a lot of rounds and were close to the end of their operational lives.’


‘Okay, what about the rounds? What were they?’


Sam was shaking her head.


‘We didn’t find any.’


Noel stared at her.


‘They laid a lot of fire down.’


‘We found a lot of impacts. According to ballistics, the depth and force of the impacts point towards bullets made of a dense substance.’ She started reading from the report. ‘Judging by the penetration into concrete, possibly a tungsten-cored penetrator fired at hypersonic velocity.’



‘So where are they?’


‘They think that heat and friction caused them all to disintegrate,’ Sam told him.


‘All of them?’ Noel asked incredulously.


‘That’s the only explanation they’ve been able to come up with.’


‘Okay, what about the bodies?”


Sam put down the folder and pulled a pile of cor-oners’ reports towards herself.


‘Who were they?’


‘Low-end Organizatsiya thuggery.’


‘Really?’


Sam just passed one of the gunmen’s files over to Noel. He scan-read it before putting it down on the table and tapping his finger on the photograph. ‘That’s weird.’


‘Mmm?’


‘This is the guy we took down first, outside by the river. He didn’t look like this.’


Sam frowned and studied the picture. It showed a thirty-something red-faced man who clearly liked food, alcohol and smoking a little too much.


‘You saying we got the wrong person?’


‘No, it looks like the same guy, except the guy we killed was healthy and fast.’


‘The guy went on a health kick?’


Noel checked the date of the photograph on his file.


‘In five weeks?’



Sam bit her lip and started comparing arrest photos with the photos of the corpses.


‘They all the same?’ Noel asked. Sam nodded. ‘You find traces of steroids or anything?’


‘No. We found nothing in their bloodstreams.’


‘Nothing?’


‘We found no traces of anything chemical, but their bodies were worn out. Tissue damage, nerve damage, neural degradation, cardio-respiratory degradation, even the optic nerves were degraded.’


‘Like the body had been revved too high?’ Noel said. Sam shrugged. ‘Just like the MP7s.’


‘I guess. I think they were on something but we can’t find it.’


‘Like the bullets?’


She nodded.


‘What’s the blue liquid?’


‘You should know that people are saying that you made that up to cover your arses,’ Sam told him evenly. Noel stared at the older woman, trying to control his anger. ‘Either that or you were in shock.’


‘If just one of us saw it, maybe, but both me and Jim? No way. We’re trained observers.’


‘Okay, it sounds like you’re describing a designer drug called Bliss. All the rage on the club scene.’


‘So it was a Bliss distribution point?’


‘Maybe?’


‘Who’s moving it?’


‘We have no idea. We haven’t been able to get hold of a sample. If this was Bliss then the possibility that the Organizatsiya could be moving it is our best lead yet.’



‘Are you investigating Bliss distribution?’


‘It’s not even illegal yet.’ Noel stared at Sam incredulously. ‘It’s very new. There have been no recorded deaths as a result of it, and without a sample we don’t know what we need to make illegal. If those guys were guarding Bliss and had given up, all we would have had on them is weapons charges. Admittedly pretty serious weapons charges.’


‘The black powder?’


‘Carbon. My boss is calling the whole thing this year’s big carbon bust.’


‘Did they find the same dust in the MP7s and the bullet holes?’


Sam searched through the ballistic files and nodded. Noel opened his mouth to say something but Sam’s phone rang.
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