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      PART ONE

      
OPENING SHOT


   
      
      1.

      
      

      
      The day it happened Travis drove north. The back of the Land Rover held a spare fuel tank and five jerrycans, filled years
         ago and now a standing violation of several laws; an air rifle, an air pistol, a first-aid kit, stacks of bottled water, MREs,
         camping gear, and a stash of trade goods: a wad of euros, twenty gold coins, and ten kilos of rolling tobacco. Travis kept
         the radio switched off. He didn’t need the information and he didn’t want the distraction. He watched the road and the sky,
         and the crawling blip on his phone’s Galileo monitor. From his seat he could see over the hedgerows. Early May morning mist
         obscured the distance. The mist lay low, around trees and in hollows, under a clear sky. The only contrails visible were high
         up. No civil aviation was landing or taking off. Now and then a fighter jet flashed above the damp fields, vapour trailing
         from its wing-tips like cartoon streaks. He saw helicopters often, their throb a seldom absent background. Some were big twin-engined,
         tandem-rotor troop carriers; most were ground-attack choppers. He avoided looking at them. If you looked too long at an attack
         helicopter, someone might look back.
      

      
      It took him a while to realise why so many military aircraft were airborne. They were being kept off the airfields.
      

      
      Two calls had come in the middle of the night. The red numbers on his alarm clock read 4.13. On the bedside table his mobile
         buzzed and jittered, then stopped as he reached for it. Text message, he guessed. Down the hall the landline phone was ringing.
         Landlines triggered an older reflex of urgency. Travis jumped out of bed, stubbed his toe on the door and stumbled down the
         hallway in streetlight.
      

      
      ‘Yes?’

      
      ‘Dad, I’m all right.’ Roisin didn’t sound all right at all.

      
      ‘What? What’s wrong?’

      
      ‘I’m just ringing to say I’m all right.’

      
      ‘That’s good, that’s good.’ Travis licked his dry lips with a sticky tongue. ‘Why should—?’

      
      ‘There’s been a bomb—’

      
      ‘Oh, Christ! Are you all right?’

      
      ‘I just said—’

      
      ‘Just hang tight and call the cops, OK? Stay where you are, lie low. Whoever attacked you might still be out there.’

      
      ‘Dad,’ said Roisin, in a pitying, patient tone that took him back about five years, ‘it wasn’t a bomb on the camp. It was a bomb on the base.’
      

      
      ‘Shit! What kind of bomb?’

      
      Roisin took a deep, sniffling breath and let it out shakily. ‘I think it was a nuke.’

      
      Travis almost dropped the handset. He heard beeps and the sound of coins being shoved in.

      
      ‘Still there?’ Roisin asked.
      

      
      ‘Yes, yes – if you run out of money just stay and I’ll call you back. Where are you?’

      
      ‘Some wee village gas station. I can’t stay. We’re just going.’

      
      ‘Why do you think it was a nuke?’

      
      ‘Dad, I’m looking at a fucking mushroom cloud. I saw the flash.’

      
      ‘Are you all right?’

      
      ‘Yes, I told you. I have to go.’

      
      ‘Was the camp—?’

      
      ‘We weren’t in the camp. Nobody was, thanks to—Thank God. We’re on the road.’

      
      ‘Where are you going?’

      
      ‘Wherever.’

      
      Travis paused. Wherever. That word had been agreed between them.

      
      ‘I’ll come for you.’

      
      ‘Don’t, Dad, please don’t. I have to go. I’m all right. Take care. Bye.’

      
      She’d put the phone down. Travis dialled 1471 and heard a chip voice. ‘You were called … today … at oh four fourteen hours.
         The caller withheld—’
      

      
      He slammed the phone down and ran back to the bedroom. He speed-dialled the number for Roisin’s mobile and got another chip
         voice, telling him the number was unobtainable. Travis guessed that if there really had been a nuke the mobile might have
         got fried by the electromagnetic pulse. As he ended the call he saw the flashing envelope symbol and keyed up the text message:
      

      
      sell apls buy orngs

      
      Travis stared at it for a moment in blank puzzlement, then recognised it. His hand shook a little. He knew better than to
         call or text back. It wasn’t even worth memorising the number before he deleted it. After he’d deleted it he ran a soft wipe:
         it was the best he could do short of trashing the chip. For a while he sat on the side of the bed and stared at the phone’s
         blank screen. The text message had left him more disturbed than the phone call. The bomb, assuming it wasn’t an opening shot
         in the big one, would in time become another date that marked a before. Before 9/11. Before the bombing. Before the Iraq war. Before 7/7. Before the Iran war. Before the nukes. Before the flu.
         Before the Straits. Before Rosyth. Before … and so you could go on, right up to now: 5/5, the first nuke on Britain. Yet another
         date that changed everything.
      

      
      The text message was different. Every new shock, no matter how long dreaded, was unexpected when it came. Travis had been
         expecting this text message for a long time. It was no surprise.
      

      
      He thumbed the phone to television and tuned it to Sky News. The two presenters looked grave.

      
      ‘… confirmation of an incident at RAF Leuchars …’

      
      The caption read BREAKING NEWS: BASE EXPLOSION. The scrolling update read so far no reports of casualties.
      

      
      The male presenter glanced down and said, ‘Ah, we’re just getting the first pictures …’

      
      A digital low-res image. Travis couldn’t make it out on the phone screen. He grabbed the remote and flicked on the television on the far wall.
      

      
      ‘… viewer on a North Sea oil rig …’

      
      A crescent Moon high above the sea. Faint background voice, male, Newcastle accent: ‘Look at the Moon, love, and—’

      
      The screen went white, then faded to a glare reflected on the sea, the rig’s shadow long and skeletal stretched before.

      
      ‘What the fuck!’
      

      
      A glimpse of the roustabout as he whirled around, turning his phone camera to—

      
      ‘Holy fucking shit!’

      
      Travis had seen enough on-screen nuclear explosions to recognise a kiloton yield. So, it seemed, had the roustabout.

      
      ‘Tac nuke on Leuchars, love,’ he said. ‘Best I get inside. Stay safe … love you too … bye.’

      
      ‘As yet there has been no official confirmation,’ said the presenter.

      
      Travis turned the television off. He could hear a faint ringing sound from outside. Wallingford at night was normally so quiet
         you could hear a snail climbing the window. After a while he worked out that the ringing sound came from his neighbours’ phones.
         After another while the ringing was drowned out by a deeper tone that came from the sky. The heavy bombers were lifting from
         Brize Norton.
      

      
      Time to move.

      
      *

      
      This was what had happened.
      

      
      Roisin Travis crept among dark conifers, towards a light. She carried a heavy camera with a long-range lens. She had to make
         an effort not to laugh: she felt like some daft UFO-chaser, following a light seen through trees. She knew she looked like
         an alien herself in a thin, hooded coverall, with gloves and face-masking scarf of the same insulating black material. Even
         worn over nothing but jeans and T-shirt, the coverall was far too warm to be comfortable. The notion was that, by containing
         her body’s heat, it made her less visible in the infrared. She suspected a flaw in this reasoning.
      

      
      She stopped just before the edge of the forest. The trees and undergrowth remained dense right up to that line, beyond which
         they had been clear-cut some years earlier. The base at RAF Leuchars had expanded along with the war; though it had kept its
         name, it had long since been turned over to the USAF. The rent was unknown but was rumoured to go a long way to mollify any
         objections from the Scottish Executive. The only gesture of independence from that quarter was to tolerate a token peace-protest
         camp a kilometre away from the base’s eastern perimeter, on the other side of what was left of the forest. From that huddle
         of shelters and vans a fluctuating dozen or so people made sorties to monitor activity at the base and to wave indignant placards
         at indifferent motorists. Roisin had spent six months with this ineffectual crew and had accomplished little beyond learning
         how to live rough through winter. With the Gulf Stream halfway to shutdown this was useful for the foreseeable future, but
         nothing to her purpose. Others had drifted off; the camp was down to six.
      

      
      The other thing she had learned was how to take photographs on film and develop them. She had learned this from Mad Jack Armitage.
         It was a thing he did. He was quite old and he mistrusted digital cameras. He was not actually mad. In fact he was not even
         Armitage. His real name, he claimed, was Norman Cunningham. ‘Mad Jack Armitage’ was what he said was his pirate name, and
         he insisted on answering to no other, including during his appearances in court. He was given to attributing his politics
         and his persistent petty offences to attention-deficit disorder. It was not that he refused to hold down a job, pay taxes,
         vote, pay utility bills, or always put his clothes on before going out. He merely forgot. In a similar manner he claimed to
         be not actually a peace campaigner but a plane-spotter. This was not one of the claims he made in court. Plane-spotting was
         not in itself illegal but almost all the activities involved in it were.
      

      
      Roisin flattened herself on the ground and crawled forward on elbows and knees until she was lying under the overhang of a
         gorse bush on the very edge of the clear-cut area. A hundred metres ahead of her was the fence, then some grass, and beyond
         that the tarmac of a runway. Hangars and towers a kilometre away. She checked the viewfinder and the settings and waited.
         A perimeter patrol paced by, behind the wire. Twenty minutes later, another. A surveillance drone buzzed overhead, then landed
         like a toy. Each time Roisin lowered her head and held her breath.
      

      
      Something was in the air. Roisin heard it above the surf and the sound of the wind. She rolled on her back, opened her mouth wide, eased
         the sides of the hood from her face and turned her head this way and that until she identified the sound. A big heavy jet
         aircraft, coming in low over the North Sea. A bomber – no, a transport plane. A C17 Globemaster. It was surprising how much
         she had learned from Armitage. She rolled prone again and lost her night vision as the runway lights flared. Roisin heard
         the change in the engines’ sound as the aircraft banked, way out over St Andrews Bay, and then another change as it dug in
         the flaps for its approach. She could hear it behind her and felt a tension in the back of her neck; she was lying right under
         its flight path. It passed over her in a rush and flash and she heard the rubber hit the tarmac.
      

      
      Before the aircraft had come to a halt she was looking through the viewfinder and zooming the lens. It was almost as if she
         was hauling the plane back as it moved away. So she saw what happened after the aircraft came to a halt, outside the hangars.
         The tailgate opened, the ramp lowered, and an object whose main component was a black cylinder that looked about a metre in
         diameter and four metres long was rolled out on a gurney. A utility vehicle drew up, and the gurney was towed away into the
         nearest hangar.
      

      
      Roisin kept clicking the shutter until the film ran out. She replaced the spool and waited. A couple of jet fighters took
         off and screamed away over the North Sea. A Chinook landed and a dozen soldiers deplaned. They took up positions in front
         of the hangar. Somewhat later a few cars drove up and a handful of men, some in uniform, some not, passed through the cordon into the hangar. She photographed
         all that. Two military policemen with dogs passed in front of her, a hundred metres away behind the perimeter fence. The next
         such patrol followed a few minutes later. She heard voices.
      

      
      Guessing that security had been stepped up, Roisin backed away into the bushes, then rose to a low crouch which she maintained
         until she was deep in among the trees. With relief she threw back her hood, took off her scarf and unzipped the front of the
         coverall. Her T-shirt was damp and sticky with sweat. She let the faint breeze from the west cool her for a moment. The stars
         were very clear overhead in the darkness, the Milky Way like a cold breath hanging. A satellite crawled across the firmament
         from south to north. A meteor rushed down the sky.
      

      
      Roisin had no difficulty making her way through the wood. The floor was springy with pine needles. She walked slowly and carefully.

      
      When her phone vibrated she nearly dropped the camera. She ducked to put the camera on the ground. The phone was in her back
         pocket and if she didn’t catch it in five seconds it would start ringing. She tried to reach through the open front of the
         coverall, then swore under her breath and tugged her right arm up out of the sleeve. Her hand darted to her pocket and she
         slid the phone out just as the vibration stopped. It was only a message after all. But it was tagged as urgent: the little
         bead that glowed on the side of the casing was red. She flipped the screen open. It showed her brother Alec’s standard e-card
         shot of himself grinning in his beret in front of a mountain range. Scrawled across it was the text:
      

      
      

         Get away from that base asap Rosh expect big security sweep any minute I mean NOW!!! xxx

      



      
      Roisin stared at it. If it was true, how would Alec know? Of course he would – he worked in comms.

      
      Away to her left, to the north, she heard the baying of dogs.

      
      The camp was located in a clearing that had once been a picnic-area car park, at the end of a single-track road off from the
         back of the military housing and the civilian part of town. A concrete litter-bin that they used for the fire. Half-rotted
         tables with built-in benches that should have been put on the fire long ago but were never quite dry enough. Two vans, one
         a plain white Transit, the other an ancient VW camper painted with rainbows and peace signs. Two timber-and-plastic shelters
         and Mad Jack’s bivouac. The old man was sitting cross-legged outside it, smoking, when Roisin ran out of the trees.
      

      
      He stubbed the roll-up and stood up, quite limber.

      
      ‘What’s up?’

      
      She told him. He showed no surprise about her brother.

      
      ‘You take this seriously?’

      
      ‘Very,’ she said. ‘Listen.’

      
      He cocked his head and cupped his ear. ‘What?’

      
      ‘Drones, dogs, a chopper lifting …’

      
      ‘Fuck. All right.’

      
      He strode to the nearest shelter, the one that held three students from St Andrews, and rattled the plywood door. Roisin heard
         raised voices as she stepped inside the shelter she shared with Claire Moyle. She shook her friend in the sleeping bag.
      

      
      ‘Where you been?’ Claire asked, drowsy.

      
      Roisin swung the camera. ‘Night photography. Doesn’t matter. We got to go before we get chased out.’

      
      ‘Why?’ asked Claire. ‘We haven’t done anything wrong.’

      
      It took too long to explain. By the time Roisin and Claire had come out of the shelter Mad Jack’s bivouac and belongings had
         vanished into the back of the Transit and the students were slinging things into the camper. The sounds of search hadn’t come
         closer – they seemed to be in the woods and farther along the perimeter.
      

      
      ‘Move!’ Jack said, not too loud.

      
      ‘I still think we should just wait,’ Claire grumbled, then dashed back into the hut and emerged with an armful. ‘OK,’ she
         said. ‘OK.’ She grinned at Roisin like she was suddenly in full agreement, threw her stuff in the Transit and walked over
         to talk to the three students, who sounded like they needed more explanation than they’d got.
      

      
      Roisin grabbed up some gear, food, two-litre bottles of water. She used one to douse the fire, then took the driver’s seat
         of the Transit. Claire climbed in on the passenger side, Mad Jack jumped in the back and slammed the doors. The sound seemed
         to echo.
      

      
      ‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘Forgot.’ They were worn words from him. Roisin glared over her shoulder.

      
      The two-van convoy lurched up the potholed track, the Transit in the lead. They reached the junction with a back road.
      

      
      ‘Take the right,’ said Claire, looking up from a map. ‘I’ve worked out a route.’

      
      ‘Good work,’ said Roisin.

      
      Claire laughed. ‘Johnny, Mike and Irena’ – the students – ‘were going to drive straight through Leuchars!’

      
      Roisin checked the wing mirror. The camper had followed them.

      
      ‘Uh-huh. So what’s the route?’

      
      ‘Head up for the Point, then cut across past Newport. We can head west on the back roads, then south to the coast. Park in
         a back street in Pittenweem or another of the wee villages. The camper’s going to go on to Dundee. They have friends there.’
      

      
      ‘They’ll get picked up,’ said Mad Jack.

      
      ‘Yes, if there’s anything to this at all.’ Claire glanced across at Roisin, who looked straight ahead. ‘But we won’t,’ Claire
         added.
      

      
      ‘There’s a lot to be said for a white van,’ said Mad Jack.

      
      ‘Can you see anything back there?’ asked Roisin.

      
      Mad Jack shuffled on his knees through camping gear and photographic equipment and peered out the back window.

      
      ‘Lights in the sky,’ he reported. ‘Flashing light back where we were, I can just make it out. No signs of pursuit.’

      
      He crawled forward. ‘It’s ahead you have to watch out.’

      
      ‘Yeah, yeah,’ said Roisin.

      
      But there was no pursuit and no roadblock. Within half an hour they had reached their turning point, parted from the northbound
         camper, and were making their way along a maze of back roads through farmland. Claire, in the passenger seat, was exchanging
         text messages with the students. Jack, behind her, was also intent on his phone, no doubt online and browsing conspiracy sites.
         Roisin was negotiating a corner blind with hedgerows and dipping the headlamp beams when Claire said: ‘Shit, the phone—’
      

      
      The road, the hedge, and the whole landscape around became for a moment bright as day.

      
      The day it happened was not the day it began. For Travis it had begun two and a half years earlier, in the Red Lion in Westminster.
         He’d spent the day investigating the feasibility of a large-scale software project with Alain Gauthier, who was over from
         Paris looking to outsource various tasks that had overloaded the IT department of the French state electricity company, EdF.
         The company for which Travis worked, Result, had made a strong pitch; Travis and his colleagues had answered every question.
         There had been many questions. At seven in the evening Travis and Gauthier had at the same moment stepped back from a much-scrawled
         whiteboard, nodded, then looked at each other and laughed. Each man’s drawn face mirrored how the other felt.
      

      
      ‘Call it a day?’ Travis said.

      
      ‘Yes,’ said Gauthier. He thumbed a line or two into his PDA, nodded to himself again, then closed the device with a click of finality. ‘As far as I am concerned, the deal is as good as done. But of course …’
      

      
      ‘I know. Over to the bean-counters.’

      
      ‘Pardon?’

      
      ‘The guys who count the costs.’

      
      ‘Yes. Still …’ Gauthier shrugged. ‘Until then, let us presume.’

      
      ‘Sure.’ Travis brushed flecks of dried ink from his hands. ‘Do you have a plane or train to catch?’

      
      ‘No, no, a hotel for the night. Red-eye from Heathrow in the morning.’

      
      ‘Fancy a drink?’

      
      ‘That’s very kind. You do not wish to go home?’

      
      Travis shuffled papers into his briefcase. ‘No rush,’ he said. He blinked, spun the locks, looked up and smiled. ‘Let’s go.’

      
      The Red Lion smelled of sweat from suits and steam from food. Travis bought a bitter for himself and a lager for Gauthier
         and made his way to the pillar with a shelf on which the Frenchman had positioned an elbow. On the big screen in the corner
         boys capered around a burning Humvee in Aleppo. At the nearest table a thin fortyish English guy in heavy-framed glasses,
         with a gold pound sign on his lapel, talked in rapid monotone to a stout young American in T-shirt and combat pants. As Travis
         sidled past the American’s seat back he caught five seconds of a long story involving Muslims, heroin, and Soviets.
      

      
      Gauthier stopped giving that pair the evil eye and took his pint.

      
      ‘Thanks,’ he said. He glanced sideways again. ‘Cunts.’

      
      Travis flinched and backed away a little around the pillar, toeing his briefcase.
      

      
      ‘What?’

      
      Gauthier re-closed the gap. ‘Sorry.’ He smiled across the top of his glass. ‘Five minutes of overhearing these liberals mouthing
         off about the French.’
      

      
      ‘I thought it was all about the Muslims and the Soviets. I gathered the guy thinks the latter still exist.’

      
      ‘Indeed, and supposedly controlling France and …’ Gauthier jerked a thumb at the television.

      
      ‘The man’s a nut. Ignore it.’

      
      Gauthier sighed and sipped. ‘I would,’ he said, ‘but I hear that canard too often.’

      
      ‘You do? I’ve never heard it before.’

      
      ‘Ah.’ Gauthier looked embarrassed for a moment. He spread his fingers and waggled his left hand. ‘Well.’

      
      ‘You’re married,’ said Travis, catching a gold glint. Gauthier took the opportunity to change the subject and displayed photos
         of his wife and small son.
      

      
      ‘And yourself?’ he asked, slipping his wallet back.

      
      ‘I was,’ Travis said. ‘Until the flu pandemic.’

      
      ‘I’m sorry.’

      
      Travis nodded. ‘It’s all right. Well, no, it’s not, but …’

      
      ‘I understand,’ said Gauthier. ‘I lost my mother to it, and … but I know, it’s not the same.’

      
      They agreed it was not the same.

      
      ‘Any children?’ asked Gauthier.

      
      ‘Two,’ said Travis. ‘Son in the Army, daughter at university. Both doing well.’

      
      ‘Where is your son?’

      
      ‘Iranian Kurdistan.’
      

      
      Gauthier’s glance flicked to the television, and back. ‘It must be a great concern.’

      
      ‘I worry more about my daughter, to tell you the truth,’ said Travis, not telling the truth. ‘She’s at SOAS. It’s a bit of
         a hotbed.’
      

      
      Gauthier smiled. ‘Explain, please.’

      
      ‘School of Oriental and African Studies. Full of noisy Islamists, Zionists, anti-war agitators. Roisin – that’s my daughter
         – she likes getting into all these arguments. She’s a pacifist, at the moment.’
      

      
      ‘And therefore hated by everyone?’

      
      ‘That’s about it, yes.’

      
      ‘What do you think about … all that? If that is not too direct a question!’

      
      ‘I disagree with both my children,’ said Travis. ‘If that is not too indirect an answer.’

      
      ‘It’s very precise,’ said Gauthier. ‘You are against this war, but not against every war?’

      
      ‘Nah, I just hate the Yanks,’ said Travis, in an idle tone.

      
      The young American, standing up and pulling on a big padded jacket, overheard him and gave him a look. Travis held his gaze
         until the American turned away. About a dozen other people joined the American and his English companion in a sudden hubbub
         as they made their way to the door. Off to a meeting or function, Travis guessed.
      

      
      ‘Ah,’ said Gauthier. He placed his empty glass on the shelf. ‘Permit me to buy you another drink.’

      
      And that was how it began.

      
      *

      
      ‘Something to show you,’ said Mad Jack.
      

      
      Roisin stirred in the front seat. Her joints ached and her skin felt gritty. A distant yellow street light illuminated the
         interior of the van through the windscreen. The cobbled street in front was empty, the houses dark, the harbour still. From
         the sky came the beat of a chopper and the scream of a jet, but that had been going on all night.
      

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘Claire, wake up,’ said Mad Jack. His head poked out under the folds of a blanket Velcro-tacked to the sides and roof of the
         van. ‘This is important.’
      

      
      Claire unbundled herself and sat up, yawning. Roisin saw in her eyes the moment when she realised it hadn’t all been a nightmare.

      
      ‘God, what is it now?’

      
      After the explosion they’d had a few minutes of fierce argument, and had eventually decided to stick to their original plan
         of driving to one of the coastal villages and lying low until daylight. Their phones were unusable, as was the van radio.
         Most of the surrounding countryside had been empty of any lights from village or farm: power cuts, most likely. Blundering
         about wouldn’t have been a good idea.
      

      
      ‘I’ve developed your pictures,’ said Mad Jack, his grinning head turning from Claire to Roisin. He ripped the blanket down
         in a rasp of Velcro and turned to face the back. ‘Look.’
      

      
      Dozens of prints were clothes-pegged to lines strung across the back of the van. Beneath them, enlargers, lights and other
         equipment stood precariously on drop-down shelves. Trays of liquid were spread on every available spot on the floor. With the blanket down the air reeked of chemicals.
         The big plastic water bottles, Roisin noticed, were still full.
      

      
      ‘Where did you get the water?’ she asked.

      
      ‘There’s a tap down at the pier,’ said Mad Jack.

      
      She hadn’t even heard him going out.

      
      ‘What about the fallout?’

      
      ‘Wind’s from the west,’ said Mad Jack. ‘Sky’s clear.’

      
      ‘Jesus wept.’

      
      ‘Anyway,’ said Claire, ‘what did you get?’

      
      ‘This is the best one,’ said Mad Jack. He reached for a print, unclipped it, and leaned into the front again, the balls and
         pads of his thumbs holding the still-damp photograph’s edges, his curled fingers cradling it underneath. There was a sort
         of reverence about his posture. But it was the picture that made Roisin think of the Holy Grail.
      

      
      There, in not-too-grainy shades of grey, was the object she had glimpsed. It was in side view, the shot taken in a split second
         when none of the soldiers manoeuvring it had obscured it. The aircraft’s open hatch and ramp were just visible on the left,
         the hangar door on the right. Bang in the middle of the frame was the object, lashed to a low four-wheeled gurney like a flat-bed
         trailer, being pushed by two men at the back and hauled by two at the front. These figures gave its scale: a stubby cylinder
         about a metre across and four long, mounted between two triangular frames big enough to let it swing to any angle in the vertical.
         The base of the frames was flat, scored with vertical lines whose spacing suggested the teeth of a geared wheel lying on its side. From beneath that base a cable coiled to a separate stand with a tilted fixture at the top,
         like a podium.
      

      
      ‘Looks like a telescope,’ said Claire. ‘Or a searchlight.’

      
      ‘Or a gun,’ said Roisin.

      
      The others laughed.

      
      ‘What?’ she said.

      
      ‘Recoil,’ said Claire. ‘I mean, if that’s a gun, or even a mortar, these frames must be a lot stronger than they look.’

      
      ‘I didn’t mean that kind of gun,’ said Roisin. ‘A laser or something.’

      
      ‘Martian heat-ray,’ said Mad Jack. ‘Maybe. Or a rocket launcher. But for sure it’s not a conventional gun, or a bomb – conventional
         or otherwise.’
      

      
      ‘It could be a nuke,’ said Claire. ‘On some kind of test rig.’
      

      
      ‘Damn short cable for a test.’

      
      ‘A suicide nuke?’

      
      Mad Jack frowned at the photo for a few seconds. ‘Now there’s a point. But in that case, why the fancy gimbal?’

      
      ‘Maybe it’s just what it looks like,’ said Roisin. ‘A searchlight. Well, some kind of detection device.’

      
      ‘You saw what happened,’ said Mad Jack, jerking his head back at the pictures behind him. ‘That’s a hell of a fuss for a detection
         device. Even assuming the explosion was a coincidence.’
      

      
      ‘It could have been,’ said Roisin. ‘We don’t know.’

      
      ‘Come on,’ said Claire. ‘You’re just being stubborn for the sake of it.’

      
      Roisin had to acknowledge that. She admitted to herself a fear that what lay on Mad Jack’s hands was too big to grasp.
      

      
      ‘So what do we do with this?’ she asked.

      
      ‘I suppose,’ said Claire, ‘we could just hand it in at the nearest police station.’

      
      ‘Fine anarchist you are!’ Roisin said. She hadn’t expected this from Claire, of all people.

      
      ‘Well, sure,’ said Claire, turning her head so that she faced into shadow. ‘But this might be just too hot for us to handle,
         you know?’
      

      
      ‘That doesn’t mean we have to hand it to the police!’

      
      ‘Um,’ said Mad Jack, like he was considering it. ‘There is the wee problem that just having photos like this is illegal, let
         alone taking them. I mean, they must know it goes on, but technically they could sling us all in jail for being in possession
         of information “of a kind likely to be useful to a person committing or preparing an act of terrorism”.’
      

      
      Claire shrugged. ‘We could post it. The film and the negatives and everything.’

      
      ‘With our DNA all over it?’ said Mad Jack.

      
      ‘You could make new copies with a mask and gloves on,’ said Claire.

      
      ‘Aye, I could,’ mused Mad Jack. ‘Then destroy the originals.’

      
      Roisin stared at them in disbelief.

      
      ‘Are you two serious?’ she said. ‘Hundreds of people have died back there. Leuchars must be rubble. We could be sitting under a fallout plume
         right now. And all because these bastards secretly flew in some secret thing, some fucking dangerous thing. That’s how it looks, anyway. If they keep whatever this is secret, which they will if they can,
         they could blame the explosion on anyone they want. The terrorists, the Russians, the Chinese. They could blame it on us,
         for fuck’s sake.’
      

      
      ‘All the more reason to get this off our hands,’ said Claire.

      
      ‘Yes, sure,’ said Roisin. ‘Get it off our hands, yes. But not straight back to theirs. Get it out.’

      
      ‘Out to where?’ Claire asked. ‘Press and Parliament? Newsnight? Sure, that’ll get it in the public domain all right.’
      

      
      ‘No need to be sarcastic,’ said Roisin. ‘I mean get it out to one or two good journalists, the anti-war movement and the bloggers.’

      
      ‘Now you’re being sarcastic,’ said Claire. ‘That’s just a slower and more expensive way of sending it to the police. Your Pilgers
         and Palasts and Fisks won’t even see it.’
      

      
      ‘As soon as we buy new phones,’ said Roisin, ‘we can take close-ups of the prints and splatter them across the net.’

      
      ‘Yeah, right,’ said Claire. ‘Digital pics, right up there on the net with flying saucers and celebrity arse.’

      
      Mad Jack balanced the print across the gearbox and put his fists to his forehead.

      
      ‘You’re both right,’ he said. ‘Give me a minute to think.’

      
      After a minute he needed another minute. He clambered over the clutter at the back and out of the van. He strolled around
         to the front, squatted on the kerb and rolled a cigarette. He stood up and gazed out across the Firth and lit the cigarette. Roisin and Claire watched the flare
         and the repeated red glow.
      

      
      ‘That’s some addiction he’s got,’ said Claire.

      
      ‘For him it’s not an addiction,’ said Roisin. ‘It’s self-medication.’

      
      Claire took a water bottle from the glovebox and sipped. ‘Is he sane, do you think?’

      
      ‘He’s too sane,’ said Roisin. ‘That’s his problem. Too much reality.’

      
      ‘Overload,’ Claire nodded. ‘You know, I kind of feel that way myself.’

      
      ‘You and me both,’ said Roisin. ‘Half the time I want to stay here and find a hole to hide in, and the other half it’s all
         I can do not to turn the key and drive like fuck.’
      

      
      ‘This is the biggest thing,’ said Claire. ‘Worse than anything before. God, suppose it’s the start of the war.’

      
      ‘If it was the start of the big one,’ said Roisin, ‘we’d be seeing a lot of flashes by now.’

      
      ‘Or we wouldn’t be seeing anything at all.’

      
      Mad Jack stubbed his cigarette and returned to the back of the van. He closed the doors behind him with no more than a click
         and sat down on a folded blanket.
      

      
      ‘All right,’ he said. ‘Here’s an idea. Nobody knows we have the photos. If there was a security sweep around the camp – and
         it sure sounded like one – I doubt it’s top of the list at the moment. We don’t know what the spin on the explosion’s going
         to be. But some fucker’s going to claim it for sure. So anyone who might know anything about what happened can expect to get
         some questioning at the very least. I wouldn’t be at all surprised if our friends the students aren’t examining their consciences, let’s say.
         Us running away isn’t going to look good. So we have a choice—’
      

      
      ‘We know that,’ said Claire. ‘Sure you don’t need another smoke?’

      
      ‘We have a choice,’ Mad Jack went on, as if he hadn’t heard. ‘We can turn ourselves in, with the photos and everything. If
         we do that we might face doing some time, but not a cage in Gitmo. The downside of that is whatever it is Roisin saw vanishes
         behind official secrecy. Yes?’
      

      
      They agreed with him about that.

      
      ‘OK,’ he said. ‘Now, I don’t know about you, but I think letting that happen would be a crying shame and a waste of a stroke
         of luck. Something the gods frown upon, in my experience. To say nothing of making all we’ve tried to do at the camp a load
         of wank.’
      

      
      ‘Yeah, that’s how I see it,’ said Roisin.

      
      There was a short silence.

      
      ‘Uh-huh,’ Claire said at last. ‘All right. I’ll go with that.’

      
      ‘You’re in?’ Mad Jack asked. ‘You’re sure? There’s a door beside you, you know. You can walk away.’

      
      No hesitation this time. ‘I’m in.’

      
      Roisin wasted an encouraging grin on the side of Claire’s head.

      
      ‘Good,’ said Mad Jack. He stepped forward, stooping, and crouched behind the front seats. His breath was sour with tobacco
         and lack of sleep. ‘I have a plan.’
      

      
      *

      
      Mark Dark’s mother came back from her charity stint at the FEMA camp mid-evening. She looked exhausted. Mark stuck a pizza
         in the microwave for her, cleared up and trashed the remains of his own and took a Bud from the fridge.
      

      
      ‘Back to work,’ he said.

      
      She smiled from the kitchen table. ‘Good night, Mark.’

      
      She knew him too well.

      
      ‘Good night, Mom.’ He blew her a kiss and went downstairs to the basement. He picked his way through the maze of angle-iron
         shelving to the table in the corner where the servers hummed. A knock on the table top as he sat down nudged four of the five
         flat screens out of screensaver mode. Mark popped the Bud and scanned as he sipped. To his left was the news on multiple split-screen:
         CNN, Fox, Al Jazeera, BBC. Midwest tornadoes, none of them near Evansville and therefore of no immediate concern to him. Missing
         white kid. Syria, Saudi, Iraq, Iran, Kazakhstan, Xinjiang: same shit, different day. Next along, the Execution Channel. Straps,
         gurney, lethal injection, Georgia. Yawn. Right in front of him was the screen with his current project, an ugly spatter of
         HTML code, much of it pointing to yet-unwritten Javascript applets. Sigh. The screen to his immediate right showed the latest
         posts linking to his blog (which was called Mark Dark). The other, once he’d keyed a password, displayed a rolling trawl through
         the porn sites that partially financed it. He appreciated them for the two minutes it took for the screensaver to lock in
         again – a precaution that had saved him and his mother many misunderstandings – then knuckled down to his coding.
      

      
      He was knocking back the last warm dreg from the Bud when the news screens cut, within five seconds of each other, to the
         same news flash.
      

      
      ‘WTF!’ he said.
      

      
      He saved his work, cut the porn webring and brought up Google, and on the Mark Dark screen tabbed through to his blog posting
         site and began to write, his glance flicking between the news screens, the keyboard and the text:
      

      
      

         BREAKING: TAC NUKE ON SCOTLAND, ENGLAND

         A tactical nuclear device approx one kiloton has detonated on [quick Google for the URLs] RAF Leuchars in Scotland, a base used by and partially leased to US forces. Claims of responsibility as of 22.25 PST from:

         Al Qaeda in Europe

         People’s Mujahedin-e-Khalq of the British Isles (note: hitherto unknown org)

         Scottish Republican Socialist Army (note: known MI5 black op)

         Hezbollah of Syria

      



      
      Mark paused and added: Analysis to follow, then posted what he’d written so far, to put down a marker. He went back up the stairs and found his mother dozing in an armchair in front of the muted television. He picked up the remote and
         turned off the picture.
      

      
      ‘Mom,’ he said. He shook her shoulder. ‘Sandra.’

      
      She woke, blinking. ‘I fell asleep again.’

      
      ‘Yes, Mom. I woke you because, uh, I didn’t want you to get a fright …’

      
      He waved a hand at the blank screen.

      
      ‘What is it now?’

      
      ‘A small … nuclear explosion in England.’
      

      
      She reached for the remote. ‘Give me that.’

      
      After a few minutes she said: ‘It’s started, hasn’t it?’

      
      ‘No, Mom, it hasn’t. Either it’s an accident like they’re saying, or it’s the terrorists.’

      
      ‘You’re not just saying that?’

      
      ‘No, Mom, I’m not just saying that. I think you should go to bed.’

      
      ‘Those poor people.’

      
      ‘Yes, Mom. We’ll know more in the morning. We’ll know what to do.’

      
      ‘If there is a morning.’
      

      
      ‘This isn’t the big one, Mom. Really. See you in the morning.’

      
      She stood up and gave him a hug. ‘Good night, son. Remember to pray.’

      
      ‘Yes, Mom.’

      
      She went up one stair and he went down the other.

      
      

         Analyisis: The above claims are laughable. None of the sand nazis have nukes and all their state sponsors with nuke capability have been stomped. The only remaining nukes are in the hands of major players. The joint Brit MoD and US DoD
               claim that it was a ‘weapons handling accident due to failures of procedure’ is likewise a sick joke. Tac nukes DO NOT go off by accident!!!

         This was a precision strike by a state. The only question is which state.
         

         Conclusion: it’s started. This is the opening shot in the big one.
         

      



      
      Burt Franks; California; lethal injection; murder. Orlando Alarcon; Venezuela; firing squad; counter-revolution.

      
      Axele Curbelo; Venezuela; firing squad; counterrevolution.

   
      
      2.

      
      

      
      Jeff Paulson stood under a blank ‘UK Arrivals’ screen and watched both exit gates for UK arrivals. There was only one plane
         coming in and it wasn’t going to appear on the board. Every so often he tried to blink away a dark speck that swam across his eyeball, but it kept coming back until he took his glasses off. It returned when he put them
         on again, and he realised that it was a refraction of a shadow from the overhead fluorescent light fixture. With that niggle
         solved, the focus of his annoyance shifted to the flicker of the lighting on a big advertisement to his right, on which ‘Welcome
         to the Best Small Country in the World’ was just legible through graffiti and scorch marks. His earpiece murmured news, none
         of it good. A cleaner ambled past, pushing a mechanical broom. Yellow-jacketed policemen cradling Heckler and Koch carbines
         picketed the glass doors. The terminal at Edinburgh Airport was awake and smelling of coffee but he was the only person standing
         on the concourse.
      

      
      A woman came around the corner and out of the exit in front of him, carrying a shoulder bag. She had to be the one he was
         waiting for. He guessed she was about thirty-five. Height about five-six, in heels. Her short black hair was a mess and the
         skin under her eyes was blue with lack of sleep. She wore a purple velvet jacket over a pink chiffon dress whose double layers
         were set fluttering around her ankles by her brisk step. It looked like she’d been wakened up and had pulled the jacket on
         over a nightgown in the dark.
      

      
      She stopped in front of him.

      
      ‘Jeff Paulson?’ she asked.

      
      ‘Yes,’ he said.

      
      ‘Maxine Smith.’ She stuck out a hand.

      
      ‘Pleased to meet you, ma’am. Any luggage?’

      
      She patted the side of her bag. ‘This is it.’
      

      
      ‘Very well, ma’am. We can go straight to the car.’

      
      ‘Not before I’ve been to the Ladies.’

      
      She returned with her hair kempt and her face washed and made up a little. He could see the powdering under her eyes.

      
      ‘I was at a party,’ she said. Her breath smelled of alcohol.

      
      ‘I see,’ he said.

      
      ‘It was business.’ Her heels clicked across the floor beside him.

      
      ‘Of course, ma’am.’

      
      ‘Call me Maxine. And less of the prissy tone, Mr Paulson.’

      
      ‘Uh, Jeff. Yeah, OK, sorry. I guess I was surprised. You don’t look like—’

      
      ‘I should hope not.’

      
      The glass doors slid back. The policemen glanced over their shoulders and nodded. Paulson’s shades darkened in the early morning
         sun. Maxine Smith stared with open curiosity at the row of light armour lined up on the taxi rank.
      

      
      ‘This way.’

      
      He led her across the road and through the covered walkway, and paid at the machine. His car was close by, one of the few
         in the parking area. Smith settled into the Hyundai biodiesel’s passenger seat and fussed with her hems.
      

      
      ‘Sorry it’s a bit grubby,’ said Paulson. ‘It’s in character.’

      
      She looked at him. ‘You’re wearing a suit and tie and shades and you’re driving a new-man daddy car. What’s your cover – small-time drug dealer?’
      

      
      ‘Music journalist,’ said Paulson. ‘Local indie scene.’

      
      At the roundabout just past the car-park exit scores of vehicles whose drivers had managed to miss or ignore the road signs
         and the radio bulletins were being waved away. Paulson slid the car into the outward stream and wove in and out, accelerating
         and overtaking and looping around bends and underpasses to join the motorway into town. That lane was slow and busy, the outward
         lane almost empty.
      

      
      ‘Funny,’ said Smith. ‘I’d have expected people to leave.’

      
      ‘Not this way,’ said Paulson. ‘It’s the road south that’s jammed.’

      
      ‘Ah.’ She noticed his earpiece. ‘What’s the latest?’

      
      ‘Fallout’s drifting out to sea. Search-and-rescue ops in the town. Sensing equipment helicoptered in. A lot of buildings down.
         Ninety-seven fatalities confirmed so far.’
      

      
      Smith glanced at the clock. The time was 9.16.

      
      ‘It’s been just over five hours,’ she said. ‘That means, I reckon, the final figure is in the thousands.’

      
      Paulson knew the algorithm.

      
      ‘Sure,’ he said. ‘The living quarters on the perimeter housed hundreds of families. All flattened. Gone.’

      
      For a moment he felt his composure slip. He found his hand banging the wheel. Cars in front of him had stuff lashed to their
         roofs.
      

      
      ‘This isn’t traffic,’ he said. ‘It’s a refugee column. It’s like over there.’

      
      ‘Ever been over there?’

      
      ‘Just the stint,’ Paulson said. ‘Couple years, three years ago. Dodging IEDs in Tehran. You?’
      

      
      ‘A few months, a long time ago. My first assignment. Coalition Provisional Authority.’

      
      ‘Wow,’ said Paulson. ‘Present at the creation.’

      
      Two helicopters hovered over the Gyle intersection. Most of the traffic was turning off to the City Bypass, on which the crawl
         was even slower. Paulson checked the GPS on the dash and took the lane to the shopping centre, avoided the choked car park
         – the mall entrance was already crowded – and circled around until he found the right exit. Five minutes later the car nosed
         into a housing estate. Smoke rose from a corner.
      

      
      ‘What the fuck!’ said Paulson.

      
      Small crowd, some holding up phones to take pictures; no fire engines or cops. The Spar mini-market had burned for some time.
         Paulson accelerated past it and slewed the car around the next corner, took the next right and the third left and pulled up
         outside a low-rise block. Cracked concrete fascia and spray-painted graffiti.
      

      
      ‘This is the Consulate?’ Smith asked.

      
      ‘Hah,’ said Paulson. ‘It’s a safe house.’

      
      Smith had trouble with her heels and hems on the stairs to the third-floor flat.

      
      ‘I must get some proper clothes,’ she said.

      
      ‘There might be something in the corner shop.’

      
      A doorbell and a spyhole lens. Paulson faced the CCTV on the lintel.

      
      The door opened. The thin young man inside had a straggly beard and spiky hair. He wore very new black jeans and a faded green T-shirt with SMOKE CRACK INSTEAD in big letters on it.
      

      
      ‘Ah, come on in,’ he said. He led them through a narrow corridor with a bike in it to a front room with a television, a sideboard,
         a sofa and a pair of armchairs, none of them new. Newspapers, magazines, books and pamphlets lay in neat stacks on the worn
         carpet. The sound was off and the picture was on. On the screen a man in pyjamas tugged at a chunk of broken wall. It didn’t
         move.
      

      
      Paulson waved towards Smith.

      
      ‘Maxine Smith,’ he said. ‘MI5.’

      
      ‘Pleased to meet you.’ The man shook her hand, smiling. ‘Andrew MacIntyre, Lothian and Borders Special Branch. Tea or coffee?’

      
      ‘I could murder a black coffee,’ said Smith. ‘No sugar.’

      
      ‘Jeff?’

      
      ‘The same. And yeah, I know it’ll be instant. That’s OK.’

      
      ‘He’s going native,’ said MacIntyre, giving Smith almost a wink. Her grin of response faded as MacIntyre went through to the
         kitchen and the television resumed its dominance of the room. The pictures that were coming through were among the first.
         An eerie aspect of this disaster was that there had been no pictures for hours. Every cellphone within about ten kilometres
         had been fried by the EMP. Smith stared at the televison images and looked away.
      

      
      ‘Fuck,’ she said. ‘This is all so fucking unreal.’

      
      She threw off her jacket, sat on one end of the sofa and swung her legs up on it, skirt overhanging. She hugged herself with
         bare arms.
      

      
      ‘Cold?’
      

      
      ‘I need drugs,’ she said.

      
      ‘There are cigarettes somewhere,’ said Paulson. ‘He has a licence.’

      
      ‘No need.’ She fingered a small round tin from her bag and took two pinches of snuff. ‘Ah, that’s better. Christ.’

      
      ‘Very louche,’ said MacIntyre, in an admiring tone, as he arrived clutching mugs. ‘Yes, I will, thank you.’

      
      He dragged a coffee table in front of the sofa and elbowed off it a year or so’s worth of Peace News. Then he snorted the snuff, returned the tin with a flourish and sat down in an armchair, sniffing like he had a cold. Paulson
         perched on the arm of the other chair.
      

      
      ‘One thing first,’ said MacIntyre. He fixed a hard stare on Smith. ‘Tell me, why did the fucking Sorsa have to claim it?’

      
      ‘Sorsa?’ Paulson frowned.

      
      ‘Scottish Republican Socialist Army,’ MacIntyre spelled out. ‘Two dogs and a man. One of Five’s pseudo-gangs.’

      
      Smith put down her coffee and put up her hands. ‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘Credibility, I imagine. And a pretext to turn over
         socialists and republicans, if that’s where the trail goes.’
      

      
      ‘As if we need a pretext,’ said MacIntyre. ‘Meanwhile, you expect us and the uniforms to waste time pretending to take it
         seriously.’
      

      
      ‘No, we don’t,’ said Smith. ‘You’re welcome to tell the hacks you’re laughing that one off.’

      
      ‘I just wish Five would stop messing us about,’ MacIntyre said, thumbing a fast message on his phone. He looked up at Paulson when he’d finished. ‘Anyway, I don’t suppose the Agency’s interested in our turf wars.’
      

      
      ‘We encourage them, actually,’ said Paulson. ‘But yes, let’s get to business. We have the first nuke on the West and no idea
         who did it. Well, in fact we have lots of ideas, and that’s our problem.’ He sighed and put down his mug. ‘It’s my problem.’ He looked from Smith to MacIntyre and back. ‘Can we agree that nothing goes beyond this room?’
      

      
      MacIntyre nodded, predictably and quite unreliably.

      
      ‘No,’ said Smith. ‘Can’t promise you that, I’m afraid.’

      
      ‘Oh, well.’ Paulson put his hands behind his head and leaned against the chair back. ‘It was worth a try.’

      
      ‘If you suspect blue-on-blue,’ said Smith, ‘feel free to spit it out.’

      
      Paulson jolted upright. To cover his confusion he segued into a lunge for his coffee mug and knocked it off the table.

      
      ‘Now that,’ observed Smith to MacIntyre, ‘is what is called “touching a nerve”.’

      
      ‘You reckon,’ said MacIntyre, mopping up the spill, ‘the official line is so much bollocks.’ He hurled a rag through the open
         door to the kitchen. ‘Yes?’
      

      
      ‘A weapons accident is the least likely explanation,’ said Smith. ‘Not completely ruled out at this stage, I’ve been assured.
         But it’s a place-holder.’
      

      
      ‘It’s not working,’ said Paulson. ‘Your neds are burning out Muslims already.’

      
      ‘Where?’ asked MacIntyre, sounding shocked but sceptical.

      
      ‘Around the corner from here,’ said Paulson.

      
      ‘What?’
      

      
      ‘That’s what it looked like.’

      
      They told him about the Spar shop.

      
      ‘Fucking hell,’ said MacIntyre. ‘I liked the Nazirs. Everybody did. Hang on.’

      
      He did some more texting, then looked up, relieved. ‘Debt-repayment dispute. That’s all.’

      
      ‘Glad we’ve got that cleared up,’ said Smith. ‘I hope it’s going out on all channels. But go on, Jeff, tell us who you think
         did it. Or could have done it. Worst case.’
      

      
      ‘And while you’re at it,’ said MacIntyre, ‘tell us why it matters to us. I don’t know about you, mate, but I have a chief
         super on my back.’
      

      
      ‘OK,’ said Paulson. ‘Start with the least worst and the least likely – the terrorists, AQ and its allies. All the indications
         are that we have that nailed down. There are no known suppliers of nukes to terrorists. Sure, we could be wrong about that,
         in which case we might as well tear up every bit of intel we have and start over. More to the point, if Al Qaeda had a tactical
         nuke they wouldn’t waste it on a base. They’d go for a city centre.’
      

      
      ‘Could be some kind of gesture,’ said Smith. ‘Hitting a legitimate target for a change? If it was some remnant of the defeated
         regimes, dead-enders rather than jihadists, that might actually fit.’
      

      
      ‘It would imply that international nuclear-materials accounting is suborned, big time,’ said Paulson. ‘Hell of a job.’

      
      MacIntyre brandished his phone. ‘That conspiracy theory’s on six websites already.’

      
      ‘That’s a given,’ said Paulson. ‘No, if it was a nuke it was done by a state, or someone with access to the resources of a
         state. And a declared nuclear-weapons state at that. And it couldn’t have been a missile. There are no radar traces. The device
         was either planted on an incoming plane or lobbed short-range by special forces.’
      

      
      ‘Spetznatz in Fife!’ MacIntyre scoffed.

      
      ‘Why not?’ said Paulson. ‘Seriously, why not?’

      
      ‘Risk-reward ratio,’ said Smith. ‘As in, not good. Also the question of follow-through.’ She shrugged. ‘Not to mention what
         the point might be. A nuclear warning shot doesn’t make sense.’
      

      
      Paulson looked at MacIntyre. ‘You would agree?’

      
      ‘Aye, I’d agree. It’s fucking ridiculous.’

      
      Paulson nodded. ‘That’s my own assessment.’

      
      ‘Hence blue-on-blue,’ said Smith.

      
      ‘Certainly not,’ said Paulson. ‘That’s not even a possibility.’

      
      ‘It must be a possibility,’ said MacIntyre. ‘Come on.’

      
      Paulson toothed his lower lip for a moment, then realised what he was doing and stopped. It was a tic he was trying to break.
         He took a deep breath.
      

      
      ‘It was war-gamed in the Agency a couple years ago,’ he said. ‘Fort Sumter scenario – opening shot in a US civil war. The
         team that did it got seven kinds of shit kicked out of them. It ended careers. Pentagon, White House, State … they all piled
         on.’
      

      
      He could tell the two Brits were not really getting it. This was something he’d noticed, increasingly, over the past years.

      
      ‘I know the Agency’s political at the top,’ Smith said, ‘but aren’t the guys like you in the field supposed to be, well, like
         us? Civil servants? Go and he goeth, sort of thing.’
      

      
      ‘Exactly,’ said Paulson.

      
      ‘Five are not political?’ said MacIntyre. ‘Pull the other one.’

      
      ‘Leave it out,’ said Smith.

      
      ‘Yes, indeed leave it out,’ said Paulson. ‘We have a clean-up to do.’

      
      ‘Aye,’ said MacIntyre. ‘So let’s get on wi’ it, right?’ He keyed his phone and the television screen flipped to a display.
         ‘Here’s what we know.’
      

      
      Susi Abudu; Nigeria; stoning; witchcraft.

      
      Matthew Holst; Syria; decapitation; invasion.

      
      Tariq Nazir; Scotland; burning; charge unknown.

   
      
      3.

      
      

      
      Bob Cartwright got off the T at Convention Center and walked the couple hundred yards to his office on Newbury. Along the
         way he bought an americano and a vanilla mocha and a hot beef baguette at the Starbucks stall. Fewer commuters were about than was usual for eight in the morning.
         Many had the peaky look of a bad night on them. He knew he had it himself. The morning was chill and damp, the sky overcast.
         Cartwright wore a tweed jacket, blue button-down-collar shirt with a tie, and chinos. He was twenty-four years old and a few
         pounds heavier than he liked. His face was slightly plump and had a black four-day stubble.
      

      
      The office of Information Management Services was on the second floor of a tenement conversion above a vintage-clothes boutique.
         You could smell the incense and mothballs even when the shop was closed. Cartwright went up the five steps and put his thumb
         on the plate and his eye to the scanner. The door buzzed. He pushed it open and climbed the flights and used his keycard to
         let himself in. As usual he was the second to arrive.
      

      
      Sarah Henk looked up from her desk in reception.

      
      ‘Good morning, Bob.’

      
      ‘Morning, Sarah.’

      
      Henk was a red-haired young woman with pale skin and blue eyes. Usually her smile was as wide as her glasses. Today it was
         a fleeting twitch.
      

      
      ‘Have you seen—?’

      
      ‘Yeah, I know,’ Cartwright said. ‘It’s bad.’

      
      They talked for a minute about how bad it was.

      
      ‘At least I won’t be fielding many calls today,’ said Henk. ‘The market’s gonna tank.’
      

      
      A small but annoying part of her job consisted of fending off enquiries from people who’d found the company listed in the Yellow Pages as an IT consultancy. Sometimes would-be customers got as far as Henk’s desk, and she’d have to
         turn away from her real work on-screen to fob them off.
      

      
      ‘Don’t let it stop you enjoying your breakfast,’ said Cartwright.

      
      He left the vanilla mocha and the baguette on Henk’s desk and went into the inner office, leaving the door wide. Three desks
         with keyboards and screens. A tall window with more protection than the iron bars across it. Four free-standing racks of industrial
         shelving. Anyone glancing in from the doorway would see only the outward-facing rack, the one that was stacked with software
         manuals and management scriptures.
      

      
      The rest were jammed with almanacs and atlases, reference works, military and paramilitary handbooks, war memoirs, and about
         ten yards of weird shit: conspiracy theories, UFO books, religious and occult texts, science fiction, pseudo-science and real
         but unorthodox science, journals and books from the political fringes. Cartwright and his colleagues knew that they couldn’t
         rely on online material, because they and hundreds like them spent every working day fucking it up. Contaminating online information
         was what Information Management Services did. Outsourcing the supply of disinformation to a swarm of freelance contractors
         had been one of Homeland Security’s smarter moves.
      

      
      Cartwright took the lid off the coffee cup to let it cool for a bit and tabbed to his mailbox. The first item he checked every
         morning was what was called ‘the line’. Today six line items had stacked up, each of the last five improving upon or contradicting the one before. The final version
         was two and a half hours old so he reckoned it was definitive.
      

      
      The official position was that it was an accident with a tactical nuclear weapon.

      
      The semi-official position was that it was an accident with a terrorist nuke captured in Iran.

      
      The unofficial position was to blame AQ, the French, the Russians and the Chinese, together or severally.

      
      The designated conspiracy theory was to link it with the long-running North Sea UFO cover-up story.

      
      Cartwright sipped his coffee and scanned various sites and thought about his strategy for the day. Peter Hakal came in, said
         hello and checked his line. The Lebanese-American was in his thirties, clean-shaven, quiet and serious. He took care of Arabic
         and Persian-language outlets. He leaned back and stared at his screen, chuckling.
      

      
      ‘Hey, Sarah,’ he called to the outer office, ‘guess my line?’

      
      ‘Blame the Jews?’ Henk called back.

      
      ‘Wrong! The Kurds! PKK!’

      
      ‘Now that’s creative,’ said Henk.
      

      
      ‘What’s yours?’

      
      ‘Nobody,’ said Henk. ‘Bad luck, guys, today I get the heavy serious discussions.’

      
      ‘You’re welcome,’ said Cartwright. He hated mainstream. ‘Have at it.’

      
      Anne-Marie Chretien arrived a few minutes later, in a clinging aroma of tobacco smoke and patchouli from her pre-work cigarette on the steps beside the boutique. She wore distressed
         black lace and a lot of kohl. The boutique was where she shopped for clothes. As she’d once explained, it was the only way
         she could dress well without looking French. She was twenty-six, slim, very intense and had worked hard on her accent. Her
         coffee was from Cafe Noir but that was all right.
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