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Chapter 1


When Stephen Williamson regained consciousness, when he figured out where he was, he wished he hadn’t. He wished he had remained unconscious. Or, better yet, someplace else. Because, when he opened his eyes, Stephen saw he was strapped to an industrial workbench in an abandoned auto factory in Detroit. He knew it was a factory because the oil-stained concrete floor was pockmarked with the foundation holes of long-gone heavy machinery. He knew it was abandoned because the support pillars were covered in graffiti and he could smell urine. And he knew it had been an auto factory and that it was in Detroit because of what was on the red brick wall. The first was an Oldsmobile sign, white on a black background. Kind of looked like a rectangular peace symbol. And although most Oldsmobile vehicles had been built in Lansing, the second sign was a United Auto Workers logo. A blue-and-white circle. ‘Local 35’ was stamped underneath. Local 35 was a Detroit union.


It took Stephen a touch over four seconds to work this out. He had that kind of mind. It was analytical. He spent the next thirty seconds working out why he was strapped to a bench in an abandoned auto factory in Detroit. He ran through a series of scenarios and came up with only one that worked all the way to the end: his abduction was a case of mistaken identity. He must share similar characteristics with another Stephen Williamson. It was a common name, and he had no distinguishing features. He didn’t have an eye patch or a crooked back. He was ordinary-looking. No one was going to say, ‘We must have the wrong Stephen Williamson. This one has a hump and a neck tattoo.’


He studied the people who had taken him from his home in Hopewell, New Jersey. There were six of them. Four men and two women. They wore black jeans and heavy boots. All six had short hair. They were talking quietly among themselves. They weren’t paying him any attention whatsoever. Having an elderly academic tied to a bench in an abandoned auto factory in Detroit was clearly not a big deal. Like it was the kind of thing they did every day. This was not a comforting thought.


Hopewell to Detroit was a six-hundred-mile drive. Nine hours in a car. Yet Stephen couldn’t remember the journey. He wasn’t in pain, but he did feel groggy. They’d drugged him. Which wasn’t as easy to do as it looked in the movies. It needed expertise. That meant he was dealing with professionals. Yet they’d got the wrong person. Which meant he wasn’t dealing with professionals. It was contradictory.


‘You have the wrong person,’ he said. ‘My name is Stephen Williamson. Stephen. With a P-H, not a V.’


‘Good morning, Stephen with a P-H,’ one of the men said, walking over. He was tall, maybe six one. Blond-haired and blue-eyed. High cheekbones and an aerodynamically shaped head. Like a bird’s. Possibly Slavic. His English was flawless but clipped. Like he’d learned it when he was an adult, not a child. ‘I am glad you’re awake. My name is Jakob Tas.’


Stephen didn’t respond. The name meant nothing to him.


‘A client hired us to put some questions to a very specific group of people,’ Tas continued. ‘Unfortunately, you are one of those people. So, I will ask you some questions. Hopefully, you will answer them. If you do not, then . . . well, let us say, it would be better for you if you did.’ He took a step back. A woman broke away from the group. ‘But before we get started, my colleague Miss Cora Pearl is going to conduct a rudimentary medical examination to ensure you have not suffered any ill effects.’


Pearl was a wiry woman in her thirties. If Tas was Slavic, Pearl was pure West Coast. Light, tousled hair bleached by sun and salt. Tanned skin. A dusting of freckles across the bridge of her nose. Her face was makeup free, and she wore no jewellery. She examined Stephen with fingers that were long, thin and strong. She wasn’t rough, but neither was she gentle. She lifted his eyelids and shone a penlight into his eyes.


‘He’s dehydrated,’ she said.


‘Do we need to put him on a drip?’


‘Drink of water will do.’


Pearl reached into her bag and brought out a bottle. She unscrewed the lid, lifted Stephen’s head, and helped him drink. Stephen hadn’t realised how thirsty he was. He drank the whole bottle in one go.


‘You have the wrong Stephen Williamson,’ he said again. ‘I’m a history professor at Princeton, not a . . . whatever it is you think I am.’


‘And what is your area of expertise, Stephen?’


‘My area . . . ?’


‘If you are a Princeton history professor, you must have a period of history that you specialise in. I would like to know what that specialisation is, please.’


‘The Ottoman Empire. It was—’


‘One of the largest empires in recorded history,’ Tas cut in. ‘It lasted six hundred years, controlled most of South-east Europe, North Africa and West Asia, and at its peak, it covered almost eight million square miles. We do not have the wrong Stephen with a P-H. We do not make mistakes.’


As well as having an analytical mind, the kind of mind that could work out where he was based on a couple of old factory signs, Stephen had also been good at predicting outcomes by studying known facts. ‘An extraordinary gift for extrapolation,’ his professor had said when he submitted his thesis. Stephen had always thought it was a pity that Suleiman the Magnificent’s advisers hadn’t had the same gift. If they had, the Ottoman Empire might not have failed.


Right now, Stephen didn’t like the future he’d predicted for himself. Tas and his colleagues weren’t wearing masks. It suggested they weren’t concerned about being identified later. And they knew who he was. That was clear now. Abducting him hadn’t been a mistake. Which made no sense. To the best of his knowledge, he had never moved in the same circles as men like Jakob Tas, or the kind of people who hired men like Jakob Tas.


‘You are an intelligent man, Stephen with a P-H,’ Tas said. ‘I think you have already worked out that your situation is precarious.’


Stephen said nothing.


‘Precarious, but not hopeless, I think,’ Tas continued. ‘If your answers stand up to scrutiny, in the fullness of time, you will leave here in one piece. If your answers don’t stand up to scrutiny, you will leave here in small bags. Do you understand?’


‘I understand,’ Stephen said.


‘Good. Then let us be—’


‘I understand your client has made a mistake. They must have. Because I do believe that you guys know what you’re doing. You’ve grabbed who you were told to grab. But you must understand, you’re working from flawed data. I’m not the person you want to talk to.’


‘But you do not know what I want to talk to you about yet, Ste—’ He stopped to cough. A wet rattle, one from the bottom of his lungs. The others looked away, embarrassed. ‘Allergies,’ he said after he’d got it under control.


‘There’s nothing we can talk about,’ Stephen said. He used his head to gesture at his surroundings. ‘Nothing that makes any sense of this. I’m an academic. I’m not the man you—’


‘Ten years ago, you attended a meeting at this address,’ Tas said. He unfolded a piece of paper. Showed it to Stephen. ‘I want to know everything that was discussed.’


If Stephen had been standing, he’d have fallen over. It would be like the room had tilted. Tas hadn’t made a mistake. Neither had his client. He wondered who’d talked. It wasn’t him. He’d never mentioned the meeting to anyone, not even his wife.


There was no point denying it. That Tas and his client even knew about the meeting was proof enough that the thing that could never happen already had. The leakproof security arrangements had leaked. Despite the shock, he allowed himself a small smile. The fact he was strapped to a bench in an abandoned auto factory was proof that at least part of the security arrangements had held firm. They didn’t know everything.


It was a comforting thought.


He was about to die. It was inevitable. Tas couldn’t allow him to live, not with the stakes this high. But Stephen would be missed. He had a family. He had friends and colleagues. An employer. If he vanished, people would ask why. Tas knew this but had abducted him anyway. That meant he’d been forced to. It was a risk.


Stephen knew his life could be measured in minutes now, not hours. He had one job left: to provoke a reaction that ended with him dead and Tas no further forwards.


‘If you know anything about that meeting, you’ll also know I’ll die before I talk about it,’ he said.


Tas nodded. Like he’d expected him to say something like that. A seventh person came into view. He was a big man. Had so many scars on his face he looked like Frankenstein’s monster. He wore a long-sleeved plastic gown, rubber gloves and a face visor, like a doctor during the early days of COVID. He was holding a chain saw, casually, as if he used one all the time. Stephen’s mouth went dry. He started to hyperventilate.


‘This is Konstantin,’ Tas said. ‘My organisation does not have a human resources department, per se, but we take employee welfare seriously nonetheless. When he was a child, Konstantin’s brother died of AIDS. He is now terrified of contracting a blood-borne virus. But he also has an unmatched enthusiasm for this line of work. You academic types might call it a proclivity. Which is why we provide him with the personal protective equipment he is wearing now. It makes him feel safe.’ Tas paused a beat. ‘Does Konstantin’s PPE make you feel safe, Stephen?’


Stephen shook his head. Didn’t even realise he had.


‘Tell me about the meeting,’ Tas said.


‘Never.’


‘Never is an awfully long time, Stephen.’


Stephen gulped. He wasn’t a particularly brave man, but he had never considered himself a coward. ‘Do your worst,’ he said.


Tas sighed. ‘Mr Konstantin, if you please?’


Konstantin stepped forwards, emotionless. He revved the chain saw. A burst of noise. It sounded like an angry lion. Exhaust fumes filled the abandoned factory. Konstantin pressed the tip of the spitting blade against Stephen’s bare ankle . . .









Chapter 2


Two years later. Hyde Park, London.


Speakers’ Corner in Hyde Park is the oldest and most famous free-speech platform in the world. Karl Marx, George Orwell and Winston Churchill have all mounted soapboxes to debate the great issues of the day. So did Lenin, Vanessa Redgrave and Harold Pinter. Noteworthy figures all.


The unhinged, foam-flecked ranter currently occupying the soapbox was not noteworthy. He was called Derek Bancroft, and he passionately believed that Denver International Airport was the secret headquarters of both the Illuminati and the New World Order. He claimed the artwork, sculptures and engravings in the airport were secret messages to those in the know. And Derek was in the know. He was less clear on why the Illuminati and the New World Order had revealed their secrets to a chicken sexer from Brixton, but if you were searching for lucid, well-constructed arguments at Speakers’ Corner on a Sunday morning, you were in for an unrewarding wait. Nonetheless, the enthusiastic Derek was being cheered on by a growing and not-a-little-hungover crowd. Enthusiasm was everything at Speakers’ Corner.


Derek was the warm-up act, though. The person everyone was waiting for was a prominent flat-earther. Maybe it was the irony of someone asking you to not believe your own eyes in the very place the author of Nineteen Eighty-Four had spoken, but the flat-earthers always attracted a good crowd. People would heckle and challenge and argue and throw eggs, and that was as it should be in a healthy democracy.


One of the people watching Derek was a well-dressed woman called Margaret Wexmore. She was in her mid-sixties but looked older. She was as thin as a pencil and fish-belly pale. Her hair was gunmetal grey. Margaret watched Derek with enjoyment. She seemed glad to be outside, as if it had once been an everyday occurrence but wasn’t any more.


While Margaret watched Derek, two Romanian pickpockets watched her. London had a problem with Romanian gangs. It had started with the 2012 Olympics. Organised gangs had brought in pickpockets and prostitutes and beggars to take advantage of the massive influx of visitors. Now pickpockets worked Speakers’ Corner all year round.


The Romanians watching Margaret were called Darius and Alexandru. They had been pickpockets their entire lives, but they weren’t like the loveable scamps found in Dickens’s novels. Darius and Alexandru were mean and aggressive and carried douk-douks, French-made pocketknives. They were usually assigned to Oxford Street. They hadn’t worked a static crowd for a long time. They were used to fast-moving, inattentive shoppers. People in a hurry. A crowd like this made them nervous. That they’d been given counterintuitive instructions hadn’t helped. Usually, they knew what they were looking for. People brandishing new iPhones. Men with Breitling watches, women with Prada handbags. Overt signs of money.


This time they had a photograph.


They were after a who, not a what.


Darius double-checked the photograph on his phone. The woman looked older and frailer now, but it was a good likeness. She was where they’d been told she would be, and she was alone. Darius deleted the photograph as instructed, then checked his watch. It was nearly time.


He glanced over his shoulder and checked if anyone was watching. Undercover cops sometimes prowled Speakers’ Corner. There was no one there. Just a homeless woman. Darius frowned. He didn’t like being watched. He glared at her, but she continued to stare. Her shoulders were stooped like a month-old daffodil, and she kind of shuffled without moving anywhere. She wore so much clothing she bulged. She could have been overweight, or she could have had the physique of a ballet dancer. It was impossible to tell. She wore a coat with a hood. The coat was stained with what looked like egg but was probably vomit. The bottom half of her face was covered with a surgical mask. It was blue and it was grubby. It looked like the kind of mask that started global pandemics rather than ended them. She held a carrier bag in each hand. Darius wasn’t interested in what was inside them. Homeless people collected all kinds of shit and hung on to it like it was treasure.


The homeless woman continued to stare. Or maybe she was watching the crazy guy talking about the airport. It was hard to tell where she was looking underneath the mask and the hood. Darius put her to the back of his mind. Margaret Wexmore was important. The homeless woman wasn’t. Even if she saw what was about to happen, she wouldn’t go to the police. Homeless people never did.


It was nothing to worry about.


He turned back to Margaret Wexmore.


Underneath her mask, the homeless woman smiled. But not in a nice way. Resignation, not happiness. As if she’d decided to do something unpleasant.


And when Darius and Alexandru made their move, the homeless woman made a move of her own . . .









Chapter 3


The cold-blooded murder of two Romanian nationals was the lead in every British newspaper for days. That a homeless woman had committed the murder triggered emergency debates on housing and mental health. That she’d used a gun in a city more used to knife crime caused the mayor’s approval rating to drop by ten points. That the homeless woman had subsequently abducted a retired academic and seemingly vanished meant the Metropolitan Police commissioner, the UK’s senior police officer, was called to the Home Office for a chat without coffee.


The senior investigating officer in the Speakers’ Corner murders was called Detective Chief Superintendent Danielle Brown. Her first task had been to send a team to the basement dwellers who monitored the city’s CCTV cameras. London was one of the most surveilled cities on the planet. Despite that, her team had found nothing. A portal to a billion snatches of London life and not one workable lead. On the rare occasion the homeless woman had been captured on tape, she was still hooded and wearing the surgical mask. Danielle had cursed the pandemic that had made it acceptable for criminals to wear what were essentially Dick Turpin masks in broad daylight.


She gave up on CCTV and resorted to old-school policing: leaning on snitches and knocking on doors.


But deep underneath the streets and the sewage drains and the high-end restaurants was a basement dweller who hadn’t given up. He was called Graham Hancox, and from his swivel seat he could access all of Westminster Council’s static and mobile CCTV cameras. He’d taken it as a personal insult that the homeless woman had managed to evade him. Because Graham was exactly the kind of person who believed a multimillion-pound surveillance system belonged to him. In his spare time Graham trawled the streets of London, looking for private cameras the police might have missed. Doorbell cams, nanny cams, dash cams, shop security systems. When he found one, he had the raw footage sent to his work email.


So far, he had found nothing.


But that was about to change.


The paused footage on Graham’s screen was of the homeless woman and Margaret Wexmore. The homeless woman was gripping Margaret’s arm and dragging her along one of the few suburban streets that wasn’t covered by CCTV.


‘Where did you get this?’


Graham explained that the owners of a Greek deli had aimed a private CCTV camera at the cash register near the door, and because the gyros meat was cooking, the door had been wedged open to let in some air.


Danielle was disappointed. All the footage showed was the homeless woman in a different part of London. It added to what they knew of the journey she’d taken, but it didn’t contribute to the wider story of who she was, or where she and Margaret Wexmore were now.


Graham saw her expression. He said, ‘Watch this.’


He pressed play. Instead of walking out of shot, the homeless woman removed a fob from her pocket. She used it to unlock a Volkswagen Golf. She opened the passenger door for Margaret and helped her inside. She then walked to the driver’s side and opened the door.


But before she got in, she took off her coat and removed her mask.


Three weeks after the Romanian pickpockets were shot in the back of their heads, Detective Chief Superintendent Danielle Brown finally saw the face of the woman who’d pulled the trigger. Graham took a screenshot and Danielle rushed it through the Metropolitan Police’s facial-recognition program.


One hour later, the case was shut down.


Several things happened in that hour.


The first was the facial-recognition program returning a negative result. The homeless woman wasn’t in the system. The second thing that happened was that a silent alert was triggered. It automatically sent an eyes-only email to the cultural attaché at the US embassy in Nine Elms, the biggest American embassy in western Europe. The cultural attaché, a CIA veteran called Bernice Kopitz, opened the email, read it twice, then followed the instructions exactly. She called a number in Virginia, and when it was answered, she said ‘Acacia Avenue’. Bernice didn’t know what that meant, and she knew she never would. She deleted the email she’d been sent and cleared it from her trash. She then went back to work and forgot all about it.


They didn’t forget all about it in Virginia. ‘Acacia Avenue’ was passed up the chain of command until it found the one person with the right security clearance. That person used an eleven-digit code to open a safe in his office. It was only the second time it had been opened. The first was shortly after it had been installed. The man opening the safe now had no idea what was inside. He only knew that if the phrase ‘Acacia Avenue’ was passed up the chain of command, he was to open the safe and follow the instructions he would find inside.


Inside the safe was a sealed envelope. He opened it and removed the single sheet of paper. It was a list of names. A list of names and a single sentence. It said he was to contact the person at the top of the list and tell them the Acacia Avenue Protocol had been initiated. If that person couldn’t be contacted, he was to go on to the second name.


The list had four names. He recognised the first three. Knew them personally. He also knew they were dead. The big three: cancer, a stroke, and an old-fashioned heart attack. He’d gone to their funerals.


He didn’t know the fourth name on the list, though.


He typed it into his computer. A single result came back. He frowned. It didn’t make sense. The first three names had been serious people with serious jobs. The fourth name was a nobody. He pressed the intercom on his desk and summoned his aide.


The aide, an air force captain, was there immediately.


‘Sir?’


‘I need you to find someone for me.’


‘Who, sir?’


The man told him.


‘Who the hell is Ben Koenig?’ the aide said.









Part One


Quis Custodiet Ipsos Custodes?


Who will guard the guards themselves?









Chapter 4


New York. Halloween.


‘Who the hell are you?’ Ben Koenig said to the woman who’d slid into the seat next to him.


She had the physique of a long-distance runner and looked twice as miserable. She wore her makeup harsh. Thick mascara and a powdered face. If she added a green wig, she could have joined the trick-or-treaters as a Batman villain. She looked like she’d have been a mean cheerleader, the kind who laughed when the quarterback busted up his knee.


‘I’m your worst nightmare,’ she said.


‘You’re a dietician?’ Koenig replied.


‘Funny.’ She turned and faced a hipster at the computer opposite. Stared until he noticed, then kept staring. The hipster had intricate tattoos and a pubic beard. He wore a beanie hat and corduroy dungarees. Looked like every hipster everywhere. The kind of man who slept in a hammock. He’d been playing some sort of role-playing game, but he caved under the woman’s withering glare. He picked up his canvas man-bag and left without speaking.


A man immediately took his place. He was so overweight he walked like a duck. He stared at Koenig like he was a day-old doughnut.


Koenig checked out the rest of the internet café. The dynamics had changed. He hadn’t noticed, but no one new had entered for at least thirty minutes. It had been full a couple of hours ago. He’d had to wait for a computer terminal. Now it was almost empty.


Another guy was sitting at a terminal next to the door. A hulking, beetle-browed man with a flat nose and asymmetrical ears. Looked like he’d taken a few punches over the years. He hadn’t even gone to the pretence of turning on the computer. If this were a movie, he’d have flipped the sign to closed after the hipster had left. Made sure Koenig watched him do it. Koenig figured there was someone outside stopping new customers from entering. That made four. The three inside were wearing jeans. Not like a uniform, more like if you put any three Americans together, sure as milk on Mondays, most will be wearing jeans. Koenig was wearing a pair himself.


The woman twisted to show the Colt Detective Special she had in her right hand. She held it low and tucked in tight to her hip. Professional. No way to disarm her before she could put a couple into his liver. She gave Koenig an appraising look. ‘I thought you’d be bigger,’ she said.


‘I get that a lot.’


‘Hand over your cell phone.’


‘Don’t have one.’


‘Everybody has a cell phone.’


‘I don’t.’


‘Stand up,’ she said.


Koenig did. Standing was better than sitting. It gave him more options.


Walks-like-a-duck guy waddled around and expertly patted him down. Pulled out Koenig’s wallet and threw it on the table. It clattered against the keyboard.


‘He wasn’t shitting you,’ he said. ‘He don’t have one.’


‘Check his backpack. Let’s see what else he doesn’t have.’


They waited while Walks-Like-a-Duck rooted through Koenig’s backpack.


‘Looks like he’s going camping. There’s a knife but no cell phone and no gun.’


‘Let’s take this outside,’ the woman said. ‘You grab his bag, we’ll bring him.’


Koenig sat down and folded his arms. More to see what they did than for any tactical advantage.


‘Stand up,’ she said.


‘No.’


She sighed, like she’d expected him to refuse. ‘Either you stand up and follow me out, or we drag you out after I’ve put a bullet in your hip. Choose now.’


Koenig checked out what the other two were doing. They were watching him. The beetle-browed guy had his hand inside his jacket. Koenig could see the butt of a handgun. Looked like a SIG. Maybe a Browning. So far no one had gotten excited. No one had panicked. The internet café’s solitary staff member hadn’t noticed someone was being abducted right in front of her. She was wearing a She-Hulk costume. It bothered Koenig that adults wore costumes for Halloween. They hadn’t when he was growing up in Boston. Maybe it was a New York thing.


He glanced at the woman. He believed her when she’d said she’d shoot him in the hip. And if she did that, they would have to kill She-Hulk too.


‘Do you know why I’m here?’ Koenig said.


‘You were watching a film. Some old vampire movie.’


‘You’ve been watching me for a while then? That’s interesting. But no, I meant do you know why I’m in this café today?’


‘What the hell do I care?’


‘You should care a great deal,’ Koenig said.


‘And why’s that?’


‘You clearly know who I am.’


‘Obviously,’ she said.


‘But did you know I’m kinda on an invisible leash? It’s not a short leash and I can pretty much do what I want, but I’m on a leash nonetheless.’


The woman said nothing. She frowned and glanced at Beetle-Brow. She wasn’t in charge then. Useful to know. Beetle-Brow shrugged.


‘Ah, this is new information,’ Koenig said. ‘Let me help you out. You were quite right, I was watching a movie. Captain Kronos: Vampire Hunter. Have you seen it? It’s probably Horst Janson’s most well-known English language film.’


‘No one’s seen your stupid film, asshole.’


‘Oh, you really should. There’s this cool scene in the local tavern where Kronos runs his sword across some thugs’ throats before they even have time to move. There’ll be a test on that bit later.’


‘Killing you will be a public service.’


‘Anyway,’ Koenig said with a polite smile, ‘I try not to spend a lot of time in the same place, you know, in case some bounty hunters find me, but occasionally I stop long enough to catch a movie. I suppose I was what you might call a buff. A movie buff. It’s one of the things I had to give up when the Russians put five million bucks on my head.’


‘Can you please get to the point?’ the woman said. ‘We’re getting old here.’


‘If you were watching me for as long as you claim, you’ll know that I’d finished watching my movie, yet knowing I can’t stay in the same place for too long, I didn’t leave the second Kronos saves the village and rides off into the sunset. A more inquisitive group of bounty hunters might have asked themselves why that was.’


‘And what might this group be more inquisitive about?’ Beetle-Brow said.


‘I’ve got you guys in stereo now?’ Koenig said. ‘I thought you might leave all the long words to the Joker.’


‘My name’s Cunningham, asshole!’ the woman snapped.


Koenig smiled. He loved it when people lost their cool. It meant they weren’t thinking clearly. They were deviating from their plan. This wasn’t the first time people had tried to claim the bounty, and it wouldn’t be the last. ‘You guys want to tell me your names as well?’ he said to Beetle-Brow and Walks-Like-a-Duck.


‘Shut the hell up,’ Beetle-Brow said.


Koenig didn’t.


‘You see, this invisible leash I’m on means I’m required to send an email by five p.m. on the last day of every month. Today is Halloween, and Halloween is the last day of October.’ He paused. ‘Stop me if I’m going too fast.’ No one stopped him.


‘It’s why I was watching the movie in an internet café instead of a cinema with a feed bag of popcorn and a gallon of Sprite,’ Koenig continued.


‘So what?’ Cunningham said.


Koenig moved his seat so she could see his screen. ‘I haven’t sent my email yet. It’s still in my draft folder. If it doesn’t get sent, a bunch of people are going to get mad at me. Then they’re going to worry about me. Then they’re going to look for me. And then they’re going to get mad at you.’


The woman said, ‘So what?’ again.


‘These are not the kind of people you want to upset.’


‘Let me guess,’ she said. ‘You think we should let you go. That we should walk away from the biggest payday we’ll ever have. That what you think?’


‘No. I think you should let me send my email.’


‘You think I’m an idiot? I’m not letting you write an email.’


‘I know you’re an idiot,’ Koenig said. ‘I told you, it’s already done. I wrote it before you came in. I haven’t added to it since you sat beside me. It can’t possibly have anything incriminating in it. Not unless you think I’m psychic. Do you think I’m psychic, Cunningham?’


Before she could reply, Koenig reached over and pressed enter. She jabbed the Colt into his ribs and twisted the barrel. ‘What the fuck have you done?’


‘See for yourself. I assume you can read.’


She turned the screen and found the email he’d sent. Her lips moved as she read it. Voicing, Koenig thought it was called. Had its roots in grade school when children were taught to read phonetically and out loud so the teacher could see they were saying the words right. Some kids never kicked the habit. Meant they could only read as fast as they could talk, around 150 words a minute. Cunningham was categorised as a slow reader.


And a slow thinker, as it turned out.


‘Why would you risk a bullet in the gut to send that?’ she said.


‘What does it say?’ Beetle-Brow asked.


‘Just some bullshit to a woman called Jen. Says, and I quote, “Everything fine. Just about to leave New York. Not telling you where I’m going next.”’


‘Riveting.’


‘Why would you risk a bullet to send that?’ Cunningham repeated.


‘Guess I don’t want anyone to worry about me,’ Koenig said.


‘And now they won’t. Perhaps you shouldn’t have sent it. If I were in your shoes, I’d be desperate for someone to worry about me.’


‘You plan to kill me? Claim the five million?’


‘Not us,’ she said. ‘We don’t do that. We have a buyer lined up. Our organisation gets fifty per cent of whatever he gets. Nice little payday, and even better, there’s one less asshole in the world.’


‘Why? Is he killing you as well?’


‘You have a smart mouth. Wonder if it’ll still be smart when our guy’s peeling your skin off.’


‘That’s not in the contract.’


‘It isn’t,’ she admitted. ‘He just likes doing things like that. And for two and a half million bucks, who are we to say no?’


‘Guess I made a mistake sending that email then,’ Koenig said.


‘Guess you did,’ she said. ‘Now, on your feet. If you make a fuss, I’ll pop one in your pelvis and my friend over there will drop the Incredible Hulk.’


‘She-Hulk,’ Koenig corrected.


‘Whatever. The point is she’ll be dead, you’ll have a bullet in your hip, and we’ll still get what we came for.’


‘I need to pay first. If I don’t, She-Hulk is going to call the cops. I’m guessing you don’t want that.’


‘We’ll take care of the cheque,’ she said.


‘Do you have a prepaid credit card?’ Koenig said. ‘This is a cashless business. Post-COVID thing. Try to pay with cash in here and you’re going to stand out. Which I’m guessing none of you want.’


Cunningham frowned.


‘I’m also guessing that none of you want your Amex getting pinged in the last place I was seen.’


She didn’t reply.


‘Tell you what,’ Koenig sighed. ‘How about I pay? But next time you guys are picking up the tab. Deal?’


‘What’s fucking wrong with you?’ Cunningham said.


‘I don’t follow.’


‘Sure you do. All this crazy “I’m not scared” bullshit. Offering to pay the tab. Sending that email. You got a screw loose or something?’


‘I’m in a good mood,’ Koenig said.


‘Whatever. Pay the tab then. But try anything funny and—’


‘Yeah, yeah. I get a bullet in the hip and She-Hulk gets one in the head. Did you have enough coffee this morning? You seem cranky.’


Koenig picked up his wallet from the computer desk. He removed his credit card. It was an untraceable card from an IBC, an international business corporation. IBCs were like offshore companies, and that was where Koenig kept most of his assets. Meant he could confidentially access his money. Even the Supreme Court couldn’t find out which ATM he’d used. He clicked the end-session button. Captain Kronos: Vampire Hunter was a ninety-minute film, and he’d been talking to his potential abductors for almost ten. He owed eight bucks. He swiped his credit card against the reader and settled the tab.


He stood. Quickly. Cunningham jerked back. The two men reached for their weapons. Koenig smiled.


‘Outside,’ Cunningham hissed. ‘Slowly. Hands where we can see them.’


Koenig did exactly that. He showed them his hands. There was nothing in them.


Which was odd. He should have been holding his credit card.









Chapter 5


‘I want you to know, this isn’t personal,’ Beetle-Brow said when they were in the parking lot. Koenig had been bustled to the rear of a cream Ford Taurus. A tall, rangy beanpole of a man was waiting for them. He unlocked the trunk. It opened slowly, like it understood the gravity of the situation. Walks-Like-a-Duck threw in Koenig’s backpack.


‘I thought you guys were an urban myth,’ Koenig said. ‘I’d heard rumours when I was in the Special Operations Group, of course, but this is quite the surprise. And not a nice surprise. Not like finding a nickel. This is more like finding blood in your urine.’


Walks-Like-a-Duck said, ‘Jesus, does this asshole never shut up?’


‘Oh, you do talk?’ Koenig said. ‘I assumed you’d only be able to quack.’


Walks-Like-a-Duck scowled. His nostrils flared. He bared his teeth.


‘Easy, Ken,’ Beetle-Brow said.


‘So, he’s Ken and she’s Cunningham,’ Koenig said. ‘The driver’s seat is pushed all the way back, so that means it’s Beanpole’s car. That makes you the guy in charge. And collectively you’re part of the East Coast Sweeney.’


An uneasy silence. Then, ‘And what might that be?’


‘It’s a cabal of corrupt cops. Supposed to be active in the big East Coast cities. Boston, Philly, Baltimore. New York, obviously. They get paid to take down rival drug kingpins. The occasional hit. Safe passage for felons and high-value packages. It’s named after the Flying Squad, the unit responsible for investigating robberies in London. In the seventies they were exposed as having close ties to the criminal fraternity. A lot of them were sent down for corruption.’


‘That a fact?’


‘It is,’ Koenig said. ‘Like I said, until now the East Coast Sweeney was a rumour. Oh, and in case you don’t understand the provenance of your name, in cockney rhyming slang, “Flying Squad” is “Sweeney Todd”. The villains shortened “Sweeney Todd” to “Sweeney”. They made a film and a TV series about them.’ He paused a beat. ‘None of you know what “provenance” means, do you?’


‘Let’s get this asshole in the trunk so we can go and get paid,’ Cunningham said.


‘Not yet,’ Beetle-Brow said. ‘Everybody keep cool. That includes you, Koenig.’ He nodded to the far end of the parking lot. A woman and two kids were using it as a shortcut. The woman looked harried, like she’d just left work and now had to take her boys trick-or-treating, instead of kicking back with a Pinot Grigio. The boys were dressed as Batman and Robin. Koenig figured they were twins. He wondered how they’d sorted out who would be who. All things being equal, no one wanted to be Robin. Batman was asking the woman why, if he had a booger in one nostril, he always had a booger in his other nostril. It didn’t seem like it was something she wanted to discuss, though. She hurried the boys along, walked straight past them all. Didn’t even glance in their direction.


‘In the trunk, Koenig,’ Cunningham said after they’d cleared the parking lot.


‘I want to know how he knew who we were, first,’ Beetle-Brow said.


‘It’s not import—’


‘It is important. If we’ve slipped up, we need to know.’


‘Lucky I’m in a sharing mood then,’ Koenig said. ‘You guys are cops. Have to be. I’ve only been in New York a few hours. I haven’t been followed, and no one’s given me a second look. I check my email account once a month and never in the same state as the last time. Yet you guys found me. The only way that could have happened is by facial-recognition technology. New York is Orwellian; it has over fifteen thousand FRT cameras. Plus, you know how to hold guns, you know how to pat someone down, and you all have regulation haircuts. You’re therefore serving NYPD officers. I imagine you uploaded one of the photographs of me that circulated after the incident last year. Probably never expected to get a hit.’


‘And that’s exactly what’s going to happen, my friend,’ Beetle-Brow said. ‘You’re about to get hit, and we’re about to get two and a half bricks richer.’


‘We call it retirement planning,’ Walks-Like-a-Duck said.


‘Hey, do you guys think you could beat Batman in a fight?’ Koenig said. He nodded at the woman. ‘I’m not talking about Cunningham here, of course. We know she thinks she can beat Batman in a fight. She’d probably use razor-tipped playing cards or an acid-squirting lapel flower. The Joker always used something wacky.’


‘What the hell are you talking about?’ Beanpole said.


‘Although I suppose it would depend on which Batman you were fighting. I kinda think Adam West’s Batman could be taken down with an old-fashioned kick in the balls. The way he wore his underpants on the outside of his grey tights. It would give you something to aim for. And George Clooney smiled too much. Made him look dumb. I’m going to be controversial. I think Ben Affleck’s Batman would be the hardest to beat. He had an edge the others didn’t.’


‘Oh, to hell with this!’ Cunningham snarled.


‘Not here!’ Beetle-Brow hissed.


But Cunningham was committed. She grabbed Koenig’s arm and Beetle-Brow grabbed hers. Which was a bonus. Up until then, they’d been spread out. They were keeping their distance. None of them was within Koenig’s strike range. From above it would have looked like a Venn diagram where none of the circles intersected. But when Cunningham grabbed him and Beetle-Brow grabbed her, their circles intersected with Koenig’s. Became three-fifths of the Olympics logo. He’d hoped for one, but now he had two. Two was better than one. Two was half their number. Fighting four people at once was impossible. It wasn’t like it was in the movies. They didn’t come at you one at a time. They didn’t take turns to punch and stomp. You can’t fight four people. The numbers don’t work. Koenig only had two legs and two arms; collectively, they had sixteen. The best he could do was block a quarter of their incoming blows. The East Coast Sweeney were four times heavier than he was. They had four times as many eyes. If he tried to fight them, he would lose. The only way to deal with multiple assailants was to flip a switch and go into full combat mode. Narrow the number quickly.


So, that’s what Koenig did.


He palmed the credit card he’d slipped up his sleeve. He flipped it in his hand so the edge, the one he’d filed down until it was thinner than paper, was pointing forwards. Without warning he reached out and slashed the credit card across Cunningham’s forehead. Did it hard and fast, like he was striking a match. Her skin sprang apart like elastic. Hung down like the butt-flap on a prospector’s long johns. Her own blood blinded her. Before she even had a chance to scream, he’d slashed at Beetle-Brow. Same trajectory. But Beetle-Brow was a couple of inches taller than Cunningham, and instead of his forehead, the credit card caught his left eye. Sliced it right open. Vitreous humour, the jellylike gunk that keeps the eyeball at the right pressure, burst out and hung there like egg white. Koenig followed it up with a punch, right in the soft part of Beetle-Brow’s temple. Felt his knuckles go into his skull. Beetle-Brow groaned and hit the concrete like a wet sandbag. If he ever got up, he was going to need speech therapy. Koenig grabbed Cunningham. One arm around her neck, another around her waist. Her blood made his hand wet. Beanpole and Walks-Like-a-Duck drew their weapons, but neither had a clear shot. They would have to go through Cunningham. And Koenig reckoned they wouldn’t want a gun going off. Not in this part of the city.


Cunningham began to struggle. Koenig increased the pressure on her neck, but all that did was make her panic. She kicked out and caught Walks-Like-a-Duck on the side of his knee. The knee is a load-bearing hinge, and Walks-Like-a-Duck was a big guy. There was a lot of load. His knee buckled. He staggered and tripped on the unconscious Beetle-Brow. Before he could get back up, Koenig stepped forwards and kicked him in the head. Heard the crack as his neck broke. Walks-Like-a-Duck went bug-eyed, twitched once, then either died or went into a coma. Koenig didn’t care which.


Koenig turned Cunningham so they were facing the last man with a gun: Beanpole. ‘I told you there was going to be a Captain Kronos test later,’ he said into her ear. ‘I don’t have a sword, but a sharpened credit card will do in a pinch.’


‘You’re a dead man!’ Beanpole snarled. He raised his weapon.


‘Actually, I’m fine,’ Koenig replied. ‘Can’t say the same for your friends, though. If I were you, I’d call nine-one-one.’


Instead of responding, Beanpole reached into his pocket for his shield. He held it and his weapon in the air. Koenig turned to see why. Eight uniformed NYPD cops had their weapons pointing at him. He let go of Cunningham, dropped to his knees, raised his hands.


This was going to take some explaining.









Chapter 6


The rib eyes were as big as a bible and twice as bloody. Finely marbled and dry-aged, they’d been pan-seared by a chef who knew how to cook meat. The two men had ordered them rare. It didn’t look as if they knew each other, just happened to be seated together as the restaurant had a single-diner policy on Saturday nights. Single diners sat at the grill, or they didn’t sit at all. The maître d’ lined them up like they were playing blackjack and the grill chef was the dealer. That they were sitting next to each other seemed like happenstance. A random encounter.


One of the men had grey hair, buzz-cut short, and a chiselled jaw. Strong arms and calloused hands. If you didn’t know him, you might think he worked a physical job. And as they were in Coos County, Oregon, maybe he was in agriculture or timber. He was called Hank Reynolds, and if you thought he was in agriculture or timber, you’d be wrong. Hank had an indoor job.


The other man was his physical opposite. He was small and neat and fussy and pale. He looked like he might be an accountant or an auditor. A job that kept him out of the midday sun. One of those jobs that no one at school dreamed about doing. The fussy man’s name was Stillwell Hobbs, and if you thought he was a cube dweller, you’d be wrong about that too.


Dead wrong.


The rib eyes came with a side of white asparagus and a scoop of mashed potato, loaded with butter and cream. All the steaks came with asparagus and mashed potato. The only choice was whether you wanted a fried egg on it or not. It didn’t cost extra and almost everyone said yes. It felt like you were getting something for free. Reynolds had said yes to the egg. He asked for it over easy but got what everyone did – sunny-side up. The chef didn’t have time to flip eggs. Hobbs said no to the free egg. Seemed like he couldn’t even look at it. Reynolds figured his dining companion must have an allergy. He’d heard about egg allergies. They sounded like a pain in the ass.


‘Don’t like eggs, huh?’ he asked.


‘Not a fan, no,’ Hobbs replied.


Reynolds cut into the rich yellow yolk and spread it over his steak. Hobbs looked away.


‘Allergy?’


‘Something like that,’ Hobbs said, his gaze fixed on something in the distance.


‘Too bad,’ Reynolds said. ‘Eggs are in a whole bunch of stuff.’


‘Yes, they are.’


‘Name’s Hank Reynolds.’


‘Stillwell Hobbs.’


‘Pleased to meet you.’


They shook hands.


‘Damn shame about the eggs, Stillwell,’ Reynolds said. ‘I was about to ask if you’d join me in a whiskey sour. Heard this place does the best in the northwest.’


‘They do, Hank,’ Hobbs said. ‘And I’m fine with egg whites, it’s the yolks I have a problem with.’


‘Let’s do it,’ Reynolds said. He held up his hand and caught the attention of a young server. ‘Two whiskey sours for me and my friend, ma’am,’ he said.


‘Sure,’ the server said. She had random tattoos on her arms, like she’d been playing paintball while wearing a sleeveless top, and a lumpy birthmark on the side of her face. It was in the shape of Italy. ‘I guess you guys won’t want to see the wine list?’


‘Just the whiskey sour for me,’ Reynolds said.


‘Same,’ Hobbs added.


‘Can you pass me your wineglass, sir?’ the server said to Reynolds. ‘Save me reaching across you.’


Reynolds did as he was asked, and the server walked off to place their order at the bar.


‘Apart from great steaks, what brings you to Coos County, Hank?’ Hobbs asked.


‘Work,’ Reynolds replied.


‘And looking like you do, it must be agriculture or fishing?’


Reynolds shook his head. ‘Boring government job. But every now and then I’m allowed out of the office. I get to make sure everyone’s doing what they’re supposed to be doing. What about you, Stillwell?’


Hobbs paused. ‘I guess I’m a problem solver.’


‘And what problems do you solve?’ Reynolds said, spearing an asparagus tip with the end of his fork.


‘Whatever needs solving.’


‘Sounds interesting.’


‘It has its moments.’


After five minutes their whiskey sours arrived, and the two men settled into an easy conversation. It was as if they’d known each other for years.


The server’s name was Harper Nash, and she knew exactly who both men were. Stillwell Hobbs was her father, and Hank Reynolds was the problem they’d been hired to solve. She’d taken a server’s job at the restaurant a fortnight earlier and her references were impeccable. They were also completely fabricated. That didn’t matter, though. By the time anyone in the restaurant’s HR department thought to check, she’d have handed in her notice and disappeared.


She held Reynolds’s wineglass by its stem and placed it into a paper bag. She told her shift supervisor she was going on her break, then left the restaurant through the kitchen. Two minutes later she was in the lobby of the Gobblers Knob Hotel. It was the same hotel Reynolds was staying in. No one gave her a second look. She was a guest there as well. If anyone wondered how someone on a server’s salary could afford to live in a hotel, they didn’t ask. Harper was one of those people who fitted in.


‘Yo, Harper,’ the concierge shouted. ‘You heading over to Sally’s later?’


Sally’s was the local bar. Its patrons called it a dive bar, although it was in a good neighbourhood and didn’t feel edgy like the best dive bars did. Harper had made herself a regular as it was where the bellboys and maids and concierges hung out after work.


‘Maybe later,’ Harper said. ‘But I’m kinda beat tonight. Just going to head to my room and get some stuff.’


Which was what Harper did. She went to her room and she got her stuff. She was on the same floor as Reynolds, and her stuff included a camera, a portable laser printer, an acetate sheet, a tube of wood glue and a laptop.


She’d gotten a maid drunk at Sally’s the night before and cloned her key card while she was throwing up in the bathroom. She used her clone to slip inside Reynolds’s room. The floor’s CCTV had been working, but at 9 p.m. it went down. It would stay down until the following day. Harper turned on the lights and examined Reynolds’s wineglass. She had three prints to choose from. She selected the thumb. She thought the thumb was the most likely. She took a dozen photographs, selected the best one, and Bluetoothed it to her laptop. She opened an image-editing app and created a negative of the photograph. She sent this to the laser printer and printed it onto the acetate sheet. This created a 3D structure of the negative. She cut off the tip of the wood-glue tube and spread a thin layer across the print. She took the acetate sheet to the bathroom, rested it on the heated towel rail, and waited for it to dry. She checked her watch. She figured her dad would have convinced Reynolds to order a dessert by now. After fifteen minutes she peeled off the slim thumbprint copy. It was an unsophisticated hack, but more than enough to unlock Reynolds’s laptop. His government files had additional layers of security, but Harper had no interest in them. She opened a fresh Word document and began typing. It took her two minutes. She proofread it, then proofread it again. It was correct.


She rechecked her watch. It was time to leave.


But before she did, she had one last job. Maybe the most important job. She walked over to the fruit bowl and put the banana in her bag. She couldn’t leave that there.


That wouldn’t do at all.


Thirty minutes after leaving for her break, she was back on the restaurant floor. Hank Reynolds was just leaving.


Hank Reynolds stepped inside his hotel room. He rubbed his eyes and rolled his shoulders. He felt like he should go for a stroll. Walk off the meat and the liquor. Funny that Stillwell was allergic to egg yolks but could handle egg whites. He hadn’t heard of that before. Come to think of it, he hadn’t said he was allergic to eggs. He’d said, ‘Something like that.’ What the hell did that mean? The more Reynolds thought about it, the more he realised there was something a little off with Stillwell Hobbs. Talking to him was like watching a movie where the audio was slightly out of sync. Shouldn’t spoil your enjoyment, but it did anyway. Reynolds didn’t have an ego, but when someone tells you they have a government job, it’s normal to ask what that job is. But Stillwell hadn’t cared.


Reynolds sat at the room desk. ‘Stillwell Hobbs’ was an unusual name. Maybe he was on a database somewhere. He lifted the laptop lid and pressed his thumb against the scanner. Reynolds stared at the screen in confusion. It should have opened on the desktop. A photo of his wife, his two-year-old daughter and his labradoodle, Monty. The photo he’d taken on their trip to Montana. But instead of grinning faces and a panting dog, there was an open Word document. Reynolds rarely used Word. He communicated by email, departmental intranet or Teams. He reached into his inside pocket for his reading glasses.


He read the first line out loud. ‘“I’ve been living a lie . . .”’ He blinked in surprise. ‘What the hell?’


Which was when the cord from the dressing gown, the thick white towelling one that hung from the back of the bathroom door, was slipped around his neck. Stillwell Hobbs was too experienced a killer to pull the cord back. For sure it would have been easier to murder Reynolds that way, but he was staging a suicide, and even a first-year pathologist knew the difference between a hanging and a ligature strangulation. The wounds were different. Pulling back would leave a horizontal furrow on the neck. Instead, Hobbs yanked the cord up. Made sure the wound followed the underside of the jaw, all the way up to the ears. Reynolds scrambled back but only succeeded in falling off his chair. Hobbs had counted on that. Reynolds was now only being held up by the cord around his neck. As if he had hanged himself from a door handle.


Which was exactly where the maid found him twelve hours later.


Hanging from his bathroom door.









Chapter 7


‘This goes to trial, you’re coming in second,’ Detective Mallinson said. ‘There’s no way a New York jury finds for you.’


‘My colleague’s right, Mr Koenig,’ Detective Wagstaff added. ‘Don’t matter what fancy-ass trick your lawyer pulls, they’re gonna find for the DA. Juries always do when a cop’s been killed. Makes ’em feel safer. That usually means life without the possibility of parole. Come clean now, though, and you might get out before you’re eighty.’


Mallinson and Wagstaff had been interviewing Koenig for an hour. Mallinson was wearing a Brooks Brothers suit and a stained tie. Looked like coffee. Wasn’t the worst cop Koenig had met, wasn’t the best. Wagstaff had a Van Dyke beard, trimmed and dyed. He seemed the smarter of the two. Koenig got the impression neither he nor Mallinson liked Beetle-Brow and his crew. Probably didn’t even know why. Corrupt cops gave off a vibe other cops could sense. Like when you knew which dog was going to bite and which one wasn’t. They were still cops, though. The blue shield covered them all.


The interview room was small and boxy. Drab but functional. A table bolted to the floor, two light chairs on the cops’ side, a welded bench on Koenig’s. The bench had an eyebolt, and his handcuffs were threaded through it. They’d exchanged his rigid arrest cuffs for a pair with a longer chain. Meant he could take a drink from the beaker of dusty water they’d put in front of him. A dome camera stuck to the ceiling like a shiny wart. Koenig could see three microphones but assumed there’d be more he couldn’t. Courts had ruled the NYPD were allowed covert mics in interview rooms.


‘What time is it?’ Koenig said.


‘That’s the third time you’ve asked what the goddamned time is,’ Mallinson said. ‘The time is whatever the hell I tell you it is. That’s what time it is.’


Koenig nodded. ‘I agree that time is an artificial construct,’ he said. ‘That it’s just an illusion of memories. If the human brain didn’t have memories, time as we know it wouldn’t exist. We would live in a succession of nows.’ He took a sip of water. ‘Did you know there’s a clock that’s so accurate it only loses one second every fifteen billion years?’


Wagstaff sighed. ‘You may not believe me, Mr Koenig, but we’re trying to do you a favour. We know Cunningham and her crew are douchebags. Everyone in this precinct knows they’re douchebags. And I have no doubt that they were up to something they shouldn’t have been. No way do the four of them decide to meet for a coffee at an internet café. Not on their day off. Not unless those places pay you to drown cats.’


He paused a couple of beats and, in a well-rehearsed move, Mallinson took over. ‘Maybe they ripped you off, maybe they did something else. But can we at least agree that what you did was a staggering overreaction?’


Koenig said, ‘What time is it, please?’


Wagstaff threw up his hands. ‘If I tell you the goddamned time, will you tell us what happened in that goddamned parking lot?’


‘No,’ Koenig replied. ‘But I will tell you what’s going to happen next.’









Chapter 8


‘Fine,’ Wagstaff said. He checked his watch. ‘It’s coming up to five after seven. Happy?’


Koenig did some mental calculations. Decided he could give a little back. He said, ‘You’ve heard of the East Coast Sweeney?’


Wagstaff snorted. ‘Sure, I’ve heard of the East Coast Sweeney. Same way I’ve heard of the tooth fairy and the Easter Bunny. You’re not supposed to believe that shit after kindergarten, though.’


‘Which was exactly what I thought when I was with the Special Operations Group.’


Mallinson blinked in surprise. ‘You? You were with the SOG?’


‘I was.’


‘You’re a bum and a cop killer,’ Mallinson said. ‘You ain’t never been a US Marshal. You don’t have the self-control.’


‘Feel free to check,’ Koenig said. ‘But the point I’m trying to make is that when I was with the SOG, I didn’t believe in the East Coast Sweeney either. I thought a cabal of corrupt police officers surviving all these years was about as likely as the “birds aren’t real” lunatics finding a robot pigeon.’


‘But you’re claiming the cop you killed and the two you assaulted were both in this fantasy criminal organisation?’


‘I am.’


‘That’s how it’s going, is it?’


‘I’m not following.’


‘Sure you do,’ Mallinson said. ‘You’re going for a justifiable homicide defence. That it was either them or you.’


Koenig said nothing.


‘I guess it’s the only play you have left,’ he continued. ‘Hope that if you throw enough shit at four highly decorated officers, you’ll find a couple of gullible jurors to hang a jury? Might work. It’s something you can’t prove, but more importantly, it’s something the DA can’t disprove. There were no cameras in the internet café and there were none in the parking lot. Pretty convenient, huh?’


‘They’re highly decorated officers now, are they? You were just calling them douchebags.’


‘What do you want?’ Wagstaff said.


‘Nothing.’


‘You must want something. This is a play. You know there ain’t no East Coast Sweeney. We know there ain’t no East Coast Sweeney. And if it comes to it, we’ll get the most impressive experts ever assembled to dispute their existence to a jury. Despite your little game here, there’ll be no hung jury. So, I’ll ask you again – what do you want?’


‘I want to know what time it is.’


‘It’s five minutes after the last time you asked.’


‘Ten after seven?’


Wagstaff checked his watch and nodded.


‘She’ll be here soon then,’ Koenig said. ‘And you guys better watch out, she’s gonna be mad as hell.’
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