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      For Beth,
Good friends and great times are hard to come by. Go and
rock LA, you star, and get the spare room ready.

      




      
      


      
      ‘If you were only given one choice: to choose or not to choose,
which would you choose?’

      
      Dr Shad Helmstetter, Choices

      




      
      
      Prologue

      
      The vast office was cool, but as the man stared out at the bright, sandy streets of Marrakesh sweat prickled under his linen
            shirt. It had nothing to do with the temperature. He looked down once again at the faxed sheet of paper that confirmed clinically
            what he had been told on the telephone a mere ten minutes before. His fingers felt clammy. His stomach churned. A strange
            taste filled his mouth. He knew this emotion: it had been creeping up on him for years, since the first signs that things
            were going wrong. He’d thought he’d understood the feeling then, but he’d been wrong. Had he truly felt it before? Ever? This
            terrible, terrible fear? Not like this, he concluded. Not like this at all. He shivered.

      
      His slim, manicured fingers undid the locks and he pushed open the doors to the verandah. The smell of orange blossom and
            heat filled his nostrils and rushed past him to flood into the corners of his achingly stylish work space. He stepped out
            onto the warm tiles. Noise rushed upwards from the busy streets beyond the garden and guarded gates that separated him from
            the earthy, dirty life outside. Car horns screeched and curses flew; the men leading donkeys laden with goats’ milk ignored
            them.

      
      From one of the minarets that reached high above the uneven skyline of buildings that made up the swarming city, a muezzin
            began the call to prayer. Gone were the days when the simple power of the human voice reached out over the population. The modern world was too noisy: now the callers were
            projected through microphones and loudspeakers, each voice battling with those others to get their holy message across.

      
      In the old days, he’d always enjoyed this human ritual of subservience. To watch people whose lives were filled with grief
            and pain and hardship, and which were ultimately so very, very short, commit so fully to a belief that this was the work of
            a loving God, filled him with mild amusement. The Network had sown the seeds for these religions so long ago, and then watched
            them grow like aggressive weeds: part truth, part fiction, part something entirely human.

      
      For a while he’d felt affection for them, in the way a child does with some small, helpless animal whose life could be squeezed
            away in one unfortunate clumsy moment. Not any more.

      
      He looked down at the piece of paper in his hand. In the bright sunlight the whiteness glared back at him, the black letters
            shimmering as if floating on its surface. Now the call to prayer filled him with something else – bitterness, perhaps. A sense
            of being cheated. He felt a sudden urge to go to Damascus, as if by returning to the place that had been his home for so very
            long he could somehow avoid the blunt facts on the printed sheet. They were wrong, those facts. They had to be. Things like
            this had never been part of the plan. What were they – a last laugh?

      
      The muezzin was in full flow: Allah Akbar. God is the greatest. There is no deity except Allah. Come to the true success. Allah Akbar.
      

      
      God is the greatest. He couldn’t help but smile, even with the stale tang of fear on his tongue. If only these people really
            understood their own history. If only they knew how truly glorious and terrible it was; then they should bow down in prayer.

      
      The phone behind him had been ringing for several seconds before he noticed it. He was lost in the heat and the life outside
            and the fear within and wondering how all these millions lived with it every day. The answerphone didn’t cut in and eventually
            the peal of the bell summoned him from his reverie and he turned back to his office. He closed the doors on the world outside
            and sat in his expensive leather chair, enjoying the familiar feel of its cool surface as it took his weight. He placed the
            sheet of paper on the blotting pad beside him before reaching for the handset. A single red light flashed along with each
            trill of the bell and he knew what that meant. He breathed … regained his composure … and then answered.

      
      ‘Yes?’

      
      ‘Monmir?’

      
      ‘Who else would it be?’ He kept the irritation at the edge of his voice. His eyes were drawn to the sheet of paper beside
            him. One phone call ago. Fifteen minutes ago. A world ago.

      
      ‘The Architect has called a meeting.’

      
      ‘Since when did the Architect have the power to do that?’ Monmir liked the idle tone of his own voice. It had the echo of
            arrogance in it, despite the fear gnawing at him.

      
      ‘He comes with a majority.’ There was a pause. ‘And he’s the Architect.’

      
      ‘Yes, I suppose he is.’ The Architect had always been different. Monmir wasn’t even sure he’d ever particularly liked him.
            ‘When?’

      
      ‘There’s a jet on its way to you.’
      

      
      ‘Of course there is.’ Monmir was about to hang up when he glanced at the paper again. ‘One more thing,’ he said softly. ‘You
            can tell him I apparently have pancreatic cancer. It’s aggressive. And terminal.’

      
      
      There was a long silence at the other end. Monmir wasn’t surprised. Fear was catching. Eventually the phone clicked off in
            his ear.

      
      After replacing the handset, he stared at the faxed copy of his results for several long moments before carefully screwing
            it up into a tight ball and dropping it into the bin beside him. He just wished his hands hadn’t been shaking so much as he
            did it.
      

   



      
      
      Chapter One

      
      Hell came to earth.
      

      
      As fire raged, black smoke choked the clear blue skies, its pall gloating over the devastation that littered the ground beneath.
         Glass shattered as the heat broke its will. Bodies lay quiet in the wreckage, legs and arms spread wide at strange, inhuman
         angles, their dignity stripped. Others wandered, lost, no longer recognising their surroundings, pale shadows of themselves,
         caked in grime with red streaks cutting through the dirt from injuries that might or might not yet prove fatal.
      

      
      A bland man in his forties – not too tall, not too short, not too much of anything but a little bit of everything – staggered
         into view, and his eyes were wide as he fell to his knees. Blood pumped onto the filthy pavement from the crater at his shoulder
         where his arm had so recently been attached. He looked down at his ruined suit, and his mouth dropped open. For a moment the
         chaos around him stilled before he tumbled sideways. Should have taken the next bus. Should have chosen to work from home today. His eyes were still in denial just before the light went out of them. No one rushed over to him. Sirens wailed quietly in
         the background and more screams erupted; in the distance a woman called plaintively for help, her voice mono amidst the stereo
         of death. She clutched the body of an unmoving child, trapped half in and half out of some twisted metal debris that might once have been a car, or maybe part of a bus. It was hard to
         tell.
      

      
      The screen displaying the images went ignored by the small group of men and women studying laptops and taking phone calls.

      
      ‘Mobile phone networks shut down.’

      
      ‘All of them?’

      
      ‘Done.’

      
      ‘Good.’

      
      ‘If that’s how they’re triggering.’

      
      ‘Fuck me, the LRT have put out there’ve been power surges on several lines.’

      
      ‘Does anyone still believe that bullshit?’

      
      ‘No one that’s near a TV. The PM’s message is about to broadcast.’

      
      ‘Get people off the buses.’

      
      ‘Which buses?’

      
      ‘All of them. Anything moving with people on it. Off, now.’

      
      More phones rang and bodies moved in flashes of suits and sweat around the small underground room. Abigail Porter watched
         from the corner. Her own shirt was dry, despite the muggy warmth of the COBR office.
      

      
      More movement; more snapped sentences.

      
      ‘Keep talking to me, people. Who reported this as a major incident?’

      
      ‘Ambulance Service.’

      
      ‘Other ES have universally confirmed.’

      
      ‘Silver Command?’

      
      ‘All in situ at the JESCC.’

      
      ‘Only life-threatening injuries to hospitals for now.’

      
      
      ‘Passing it on.’

      
      ‘You won’t fucking believe this! Russians had intel on potential attacks on London today.’

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘I know, I’m on it. Where were the ATD on this?’

      
      ‘Blame later, people. Manage now.’

      
      ‘PM’s pre-record is going out.’

      
      ‘Fuck, the streets are going to be a mess.’

      
      ‘Reports of fires coming in.’

      
      ‘Let’s keep the info stream clean.’

      
      ‘Chemicals?’

      
      ‘Nothing confirmed.’

      
      ‘ChemTeams on their way to sites.’

      
      ‘Then let’s worry about that when we have to.’

      
      ‘Jesus.’

      
      Abigail figured she was the only person who’d realised the Prime Minister had entered the room until she spoke.

      
      ‘Is this Ealing Broadway?’ Alison McDonnell’s heavyset face was pale, and she hadn’t taken her gaze from the unfolding news
         as she waited for one of the gathered aides to answer.
      

      
      Abigail stayed quiet, and leaned against the desk. Her heart thumped with the adrenalin surge, but it was an empty beat. She
         felt distanced from the dying and injured displayed across the screen. To be honest, most days she felt distanced from everything.
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ Andrew Dunne, head of Special Branch, answered quietly as the devastation on screen was replaced with the PM’s own
         face for a few minutes, her mouth moving, silent and serious, as she instructed people to stay calm, to get off whatever public
         transport they were on and walk home.
      

      
      ‘From what we gather, there were three explosions in close proximity to each other that went off eighteen minutes ago. We need to get into the site to know for sure but it looks like one detonated in a bus, one in a car and one in a clothes
         shop. All three occurred within a ninety-second period: people fleeing from one blast got caught in the next, and so on. This
         was very well planned.’
      

      
      There was a pause, and Abigail felt the tension tighten in the air around her. The stillness that filled the room in Downing
         Street was in stark contrast to the frantic activity on the screen as the pre-record finished and journalists scrambled to
         each of the sites, filling the gaps around the incoming footage with their jabber. From her corner, Abigail thought she could
         see a distinct glint of satisfaction in their eyes.
      

      
      ‘Jesus,’ Alison McDonnell repeated, ‘it’s Saturday lunchtime – that street would be crowded.’ She paused. ‘And in the Underground?’
      

      
      ‘We’ve not got any footage yet, but we can confirm a large explosion on the Northern Line at Tottenham Court Road fourteen
         minutes ago, and another on the District Line at Tower Hill. And we’ve got unconfirmed reports’ – he cleared his throat a
         little, as if the words were sticking there – ‘of a similar event at Liverpool Street, on the Central Line.’
      

      
      ‘A similar event?’ She turned a sharp eye on the policeman. ‘These are bombs, man, not events. People are dying, Dunne. They deserve more than your euphemisms.’
      

      
      The phone on the desk rang and Abigail noticed the flinch that shuddered through the room, as if somehow the line were causing
         the terror rather than just reporting it. Dunne lifted the receiver and listened quietly before lowering it back.
      

      
      ‘Hampstead. Two explosions.’

      
      ‘Dear God, let that be it.’ She looked like she had aged years in the fifteen minutes since chaos took London’s reins, and as she rubbed her face, the skin moved like slack putty. ‘In the name of all that’s holy, let that be it.’
      

      
      ‘Emergency services are flat-out, and the hospitals are as ready as they can be. We’re already pulling in more resources from
         wherever can spare them.’ Dunne paused. ‘But, ma’am, there are going to be a large number of casualties. There’s no avoiding
         that.’
      

      
      Alison McDonnell’s sigh came from a place inside her the public rarely saw: the softer side. The feminine side that was hidden
         under her butch, no-nonsense exterior. Very few people, even those in her Cabinet, got to see that part of their leader, but
         Abigail Porter recognised it. She understood her boss. In the game of personal protection, understanding the client was imperative.
      

      
      The PM slowly straightened up, her broad shoulders squaring. ‘I know it’s early, but has anyone claimed responsibility yet?
         Where the hell is Fletcher? Shouldn’t he be here?’
      

      
      ‘He’s on his way over,’ Lucius Dawson, the Home Secretary, cut in. ‘Although I recommend you send him back to the CNS. There’s
         nothing he or his men can do from here except watch the television with us. He’ll be on the other end of the phone.’
      

      
      The PM gave him a slight nod of acknowledgement.

      
      There was a long pause, then she said, ‘I suppose we’d better prepare a statement and get ready to face the press.’

      
      ‘Tony Barker’s on it already. He’ll be ready for you in about fifteen.’

      
      The room hummed with activity as now there was something to do, but Abigail felt her eyes drawn back to the screen, where
         the screaming and moaning and dying continued. ‘Ma’am,’ she said, quietly, ‘tonight’s dinner?’
      

      
      ‘Will be going ahead. The peace talks might be a farce behind closed doors, but I’ll be damned if these bastards stop what is at least an attempt at sanity.’
      

      
      Abigail wasn’t surprised. Alison McDonnell was not a woman who was easily bullied. Her opponents snarkily put it down to her
         sexual tendencies, calling her more man than woman, but such comments just made the Prime Minister smile. Abigail understood
         why: men never really got women: when they were tough, they were terrifying. She knew that because she knew herself, and the
         coldness that lived at the core of her. If her job required it, she’d shoot a child, and she doubted she’d hesitate for even
         a breath.
      

      
      ‘I’ll rework the arrangements,’ she said, stepping away from the desk.

      
      ‘Good,’ the PM said, but she wasn’t really listening; her eyes had returned to the screen.

      
      Abigail gave it one last glance before leaving the stuffy heat of the busy room. She didn’t see anything on it that touched
         her.
      

   



      
      
      Chapter Two

      
      Abigail Porter scanned the room as the PM and the foreign ministers from Chechnya and Russia respectively smiled and nodded
         at the flashing cameras and declared how happy they were with the peace talks. She didn’t have to listen to know what was
         being said: Although no final agreements have been reached we are confident that all parties are moving in the right direction to secure
            more friendly relations between these two proud nations – some bullshit like that. She’d heard enough of these speeches from trips to the Middle East and China, about all those suicidal
         little countries that were eager to self-destruct, as long as they were taking someone else out with them.
      

      
      The room was barely half-full after this afternoon’s bombs, with only a select few journalists allowed access to the short
         post-dinner press conference. Security on the way in had been beyond tight. As Barker, Number 10’s press officer, took to
         the microphone, the three politicians slipped into a side-room, Abigail falling in behind them. Her job was not the security
         of all; only the security of the stolid, serious woman who had been elected to run the country.
      

      
      In the quiet office the smiles fell away from the Eastern Europeans as if their weight had been unbearable. The Prime Minister
         poured both men a brandy, and took one herself. For a moment none of them spoke.
      

      
      
      ‘I’m sorry your visits couldn’t have ended on a happier note,’ Alison McDonnell said after swirling her brandy, sniffing it,
         then taking a sip, ‘but after today’s events the inability of your nations to get on with each other is no longer my immediate
         concern.’
      

      
      Abigail could see that her boss was exhausted. Cracks were visible in her usually impeccable make-up, which sat uncomfortably
         on her drained face.
      

      
      ‘Let me reassure you once again,’ the Russian started, his thick accent sounding grumbling as he spoke, ‘these terrible events
         had nothing to do with Russia. We have always considered the United Kingdom to be among our friends.’
      

      
      ‘As have we.’ The Chechen Foreign Minister glared at the Russian. ‘But this you know. Chechnya does not have the capability
         to organise such attack on your capital.’
      

      
      ‘Don’t treat me like I’m naïve, Mr Maskadhov. Of course you do. Your people have survived through terrorism.’

      
      The other man stood up abruptly, and she raised her hands. ‘I’m sorry. That was harsh, perhaps, and poorly expressed – but
         you understand my concerns. Hundreds of British citizens died today, and I am quite sure you are aware it will not look good
         for any future talks if either of your nations is found to bear any responsibility.’
      

      
      ‘You will have our full support in your investigation, and our own security forces will be on hand to assist, should you need
         them.’
      

      
      She smiled at the Russian. ‘How kind, gaspadeen Nemov. If only you’d been so generous and shared your intel earlier – I’m aware your agencies had knowledge of a potential
         attack. Perhaps next time you’ll pass that on before it’s too late?’
      

      
      ‘Unfortunately,’ Nemov replied smoothly, ‘there are too many threats every day, and it is not always easy to know which are
         serious. And the one to which I think you are referring was not this kind of threat. It was …’ he hesitated, then continued, ‘more personal, shall we say.’
      

      
      Ignoring the crackling voices in her ear alerting her to the dignitaries’ cars arriving, cleared by security, Abigail homed
         in on his comment. More personal? So the intel the Russians had uncovered was for an attack on McDonnell herself. The news didn’t surprise or overly concern
         her. The nation’s security level had been rated critical ever since the Eurotunnel disaster, and no one was keen to lower
         it, not even down to severe. There were too many threats constantly flooding the system. Still, Russian intel was normally
         reliable; maybe they were just a little off with their interpretation of the target. London certainly got hit today.
      

      
      ‘Perhaps whichever MI6 agents you have in our services’ – Nemov smiled, before draining his brandy – ‘should pay more attention
         to the detail.’

      Abigail stepped forward and filled the space occupied by tense silence. ‘Prime Minister, gentlemen, your cars
         are ready and your routes are secured.’ As she spoke she saw the tiniest flicker of a smile on the PM’s face. Abigail didn’t
         blame her. This was a day that everyone wanted to be over.
      

      
      By midnight her relief had arrived and within fifteen minutes Abigail had changed into her jogging suit and trainers and was
         running past the guards, who let her out of the small gate at the bottom of Downing Street. Her feet thumped out a steady
         beat as she ran around St James’ Park and then headed along the Embankment and up into the old city towards her flat, just
         off Fleet Street. It wasn’t a long or particularly taxing run, but it did help her unwind for the night. There had been a
         time when she would have used the clear air to calm down and sort the rush of thoughts that filled her head, but recently she found she simply switched it all off and let the physical take over.
      

      
      Around her, London was deathly still, but already invisible people had stuck pictures of the missing up on lamp posts and
         the thick grey stone that lined the river, and paper flapped in the light breeze. She didn’t pause. People died every day.
         She let the emptiness take her. There was a comfort in it.
      

      
      She was nearly home when a figure caught her eye, a man on the other side of the road, in a dark suit. A very fat man in a
         dark suit.
      

      
      She stopped, her heart still pounding from the exercise, and frowned. What was he doing out tonight? And at this time, after
         everything that had happened? Her skin tingled with something that wasn’t fear or unease but something other, something indefinable at her very core. She didn’t move. He was strange. A stranger – instinct told her that. Her thoughts had stilled, but her eyes continued with the tasks she had been so well trained in.
         She scanned his large body: the pale hands that hung straight at his sides held no posters or papers, so he wasn’t looking
         for a missing loved one. The suit was tight against his round body, and although she couldn’t be completely certain, there
         were no tell-tale breaks in the line hinting at a concealed weapon – plus the three buttons that ran down the middle were
         neatly done up, making it difficult for a quick attack.
      

      
      She watched him while she consciously slowed her breathing, the only noise in the quiet night. He stood next to an old-fashioned
         red phone box, and for a moment they faced each other across the deserted tarmac. Despite his bulk he looked ill, or perhaps
         more as if sickness was his natural state. He was pale, his visible skin almost marbling in the streetlights. He didn’t smile,
         and she was too far away to make out the expression in his dark eyes. Her feet shuffled, breaking the stillness.
      

      
      ‘What do you want?’ she called over to him. The words surprised her. She’d meant to ask if he was okay, or if he was lost,
         but somehow that wasn’t the question that came out. Maybe it came from that other feeling, the one she couldn’t put her finger on. He wanted something, this stranger, she was sure. And he wanted it specifically
         from her.
      

      
      He raised one finger to his lips. The air around her softened and settled in her lungs. For a moment the emptiness was all,
         and then he walked away, his back stiff, his movements precise as he turned the corner and headed down a gloomy alleyway.
         As Abigail watched him go, part of her brain thought she should run after him, but her feet didn’t move. I’ll see him again. The thought anchored itself in her mind for a moment before drifting away.
      

      
      She shook herself. She peered into the alleyway, but there was no one there. The weirdness of the moment slunk away into the
         night and she shivered a little as her running sweat dried. It had been a long day, that was all: just a long day filled with
         death. She needed to sleep. She walked the rest of the short way home and she didn’t look back. Whoever the man was, he was
         gone.
      

      
      Inside her practical, modern and impersonal flat she stretched for twenty minutes and then headed for a long shower. The water
         was almost hot enough to burn and her taut skin was pink when she stepped out. She wasn’t sure she’d even really felt it.
      

      
      It was two a.m. when she set her alarm for 6.30 and let her eyes close. She fell asleep quickly, her head uncluttered with
         any mundane trivia of emotion and reflection. At some point during the short course of her adult life she’d found that where
         others’ lives were getting filled with more people, and families, and mortgages, hers was emptying. There had been no serious boyfriend in nearly five years, despite her sensual
         good looks. She had sex when the urge came on her, and she found that she didn’t much mind whether it was with a man or woman,
         but male or female, she avoided any more than a second or third date. What was the point? They were all incidental; a virus
         spread across the earth. Nature’s accident, that’s all anyone was – herself included. There was neither logic nor rhyme nor
         reason to it.
      

      
      She would live out her time alone. Her flat was rented so she could leave at a moment’s notice, should she choose, and what
         possessions she had, though expensive, were all necessary. Life was fleeting. There was no point in trying to anchor yourself
         with things.
      

      
      It was only just before unconsciousness claimed her that she realised she hadn’t thought to check on Hayley today, to see
         if she had been affected by the attacks. The thought made her soul tremble. Even for her, there was too much that was wrong
         in that inaction. How could she not have checked? How could she not have cared? Her heart thumped loudly for a beat or two and then settled into its normal slow march. Their parents would have checked
         on her. If anything had happened to Hayley, they would have called. She let that thought calm her, even though she knew it
         didn’t touch the problem. She was the problem.
      

      
      When she slept, she dreamed of running through endless corridors of darkness chasing a strip of glowing gold light that was
         always out of reach. She wouldn’t remember it in the morning. She never did.
      

      
      Katie Dodds had turned the TV off an hour or so ago, and since then had just stared at the ceiling. She was barely aware of
         the sharp knife in her hand. The news had gone round in circles all night, and it had all become a blur. The newsreaders talked too fast, and the images were confusing. With awkward
         fingers she pulled up her sleeves and then sighed, feeling the heaviness that sank back into her limbs. The bulb hanging from
         the ceiling reflected in the dark shine of her dulled eyes. She wasn’t sure of the time. Four a.m. maybe? It was dark outside,
         but the thickness of night had faded. Her room was silent apart from her shallow breath, but despite the late hour there was
         still noise in the rest of the house. Laughter drifted under the bottom of her closed door, but she didn’t recognise it. Her
         forehead tensed in a small frown. That wasn’t quite true. She did know whose laugh it was, but she couldn’t quite match it
         up with the faces of the other students in her house. It was dislocated. Just like her.
      

      
      As she stared at the ceiling her mouth moved, though she emitted no sound. It had not been a good day. Her brain had felt
         wrong; not painful, but as if someone had been pulling down on one side of it. Her words hadn’t come out right all afternoon.
         She’d been glad to get to the quiet of her room, away from everyone. She’d thought about going to the hospital – briefly –
         but she hadn’t been in any pain outside of this weird confusion, and then with all the bombs going off there would have been
         no one to see her anyway, and after a while it had all been too much effort.
      

      
      Her mind emptied. She tried to focus on something other than the buzz in her ears. Her heart raced and her eyes forced themselves
         inwards. She gasped. She didn’t want to see. She’d never wanted to see. Her hand tightened around the knife. On the ceiling
         the bland paint swirled in a million colours, wanting to suck her in. For the briefest moment she thought she saw her own
         face staring back behind them.
      

      
      After a while she became aware of coolness in her wrists. She glanced down. Her left hand dropped the small, sharp knife, as if aware of guiltily being caught after the fact. She frowned
         again. Shouldn’t it hurt? Shouldn’t all this bleeding hurt? She looked from one slashed wrist to the other as her blood pumped
         out of her and onto the covers below. She sighed. It took all her effort to dip one finger in the soaking mess and write on
         the wall beside her the only sentence that would stay in her head.
      

      
      When she was done she closed her eyes and died. It came as a relief.

   



      
      
      Chapter Three

      
      Cass Jones took the stairs up through the untidy student house two at a time, ignoring the faces that peered nervously out
         from their bedroom doors. He was tired. He was always fucking tired, and in the chaos of the past two weeks since the bombings,
         the rest of the force might have caught up with him, but he’d had a bloody good head-start. For Cass, the past six months
         had dragged on forever, in a constant round of interviews, arrests, statements, and of course the backlash that comes with
         uncovering corruption among your own. The resentment was far from behind him as the overloaded justice system slowly trundled
         towards court dates. Still, it wasn’t like he really gave a shit what the rest of the force thought of him. He only had to
         remember Clare May’s broken body lying at the bottom of the stairs of Paddington Green nick to feel good about the number
         of careers that were now well and truly over. They’d done it to themselves.
      

      
      ‘The constable downstairs says it’s suicide.’

      
      Cass paused as he took in the scene in the room. ‘So what the fuck have you called me up at stupid o’clock in the morning
         for?’ He finished the sentence more quietly than he’d started. The dead girl was kneeling in a pool of her own blood. Her
         arms were thrust into the glass screen of the TV, and her wrists were slashed on the jagged glass edges. There was still a sour tang of electricity in the air. Cass didn’t know how she’d looked alive, but there was nothing
         pretty about her dead.
      

      
      ‘I can think of better ways to kill myself,’ Cass muttered.

      
      ‘Great, isn’t it?’ Josh Eagleton, the assistant ME, straightened up from where he’d been crouched by the body and smiled at
         Cass. ‘Morning. Glad you could make it.’
      

      
      ‘At least one of us is.’

      
      Eagleton’s cheeky grin didn’t fade, and despite his own frown, Cass was glad to see that easy cheer. Eagleton might have been
         left with a slight limp, but the young pathologist was lucky to be alive after being run down and left for dead. If he was
         still smiling, despite whatever nightmares Cass was sure he must have, then Eagleton was going to be okay in the long run.
      

      
      ‘I think you’ll like this. It’s a curious one.’

      
      ‘Is it murder?’ Cass looked at the girl again. Her head had lolled forward as her body slumped into the TV, and her hair now
         hid her face. He didn’t want to disturb the scene just to see her expression. Novels and films overrated the death stare.
         You couldn’t read much from a dying face – everyone died scared, whether it was suicide, murder or natural causes. All he
         ever saw on a corpse’s face was the ghost of that fear.
      

      
      ‘Not murder in any ordinary sense, I don’t think. But there’s definitely something weird going on here.’

      
      ‘Spit it out, Josh. I’ve got a busy day ahead.’

      
      ‘Tell me about it. Everyone who’s breathing in my job is still spending all their spare time in some hospital somewhere, putting
         together pieces of the dead. Most of the time it’s just a lucky dip: if the limb fits, use it. This girl’s lucky she got anyone
         at all.’
      

      
      The young man had a point. Dr Marsden, the new ME for Paddington and Chelsea, had pulled triple shifts in one of the central hospitals in the aftermath of what was already
         known only by its date: 26/09, and the gruesome task was still ongoing. Even for people who worked with the dead on a daily
         basis, the mangled wreckage of bodies from the explosion sites was disturbing. He looked at the doctor’s assistant more closely.
         Judging by the bags under Eagleton’s eyes, he’d put in plenty of hours himself.
      

      
      ‘Point taken,’ Cass said. ‘But what’s so interesting about this one? Apart from her imaginative choice of exit?’ He glanced
         around the rest of the room. Textbooks lay sprawled open across the floor beside the bed, with half a joint and the rest of
         the contents of a fallen ashtray sprinkled across them. Some hippy jewellery shit hung over the corners of the mirror, and
         photos and posters covered the cheap wallpaper. The room could have belonged to pretty much any female student in the country.
      

      
      ‘Her boyfriend was here when she did it. They’d been watching some movie. He’d fallen asleep and woke up to see her crawling
         across the floor to the TV.’
      

      
      ‘Is the boyfriend still here?’

      
      ‘Yeah, downstairs. Shaken up, not least by the electric shock he got trying to pull her out.’ Eagleton paused. ‘Don’t think
         I’ll tell him that his pulling her backwards only made her bleed out quicker.’ He held up his own slim wrists where the blue
         veins stood out against the skin. ‘He tugged, she tore.’ He mimicked the movement.
      

      
      ‘You were born for this job, Eagleton, you know that, don’t you?’

      
      ‘There’s something to be said for spending your days with the dead.’ Eagleton pulled his gloves off. ‘They don’t interrupt
         me, or complain about my singing. And I get to be surrounded by nudity.’
      

      
      
      ‘You’re going to have to learn some new jokes if you’re ever going to get promoted. That kind of comment is so old it should
         be on a slab itself.’
      

      
      ‘Haha! You’re funny, Jones, very funny.’

      
      ‘And back to the point?’

      
      ‘It’s what the boyfriend said. He told me he woke up and tried to talk to her, and all she said was this one sentence. She
         said it three times, once just before she did this.’
      

      
      ‘What pearl of wisdom was that, then?’

      
      ‘She said, “Chaos in the darkness” and that was all.’

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘ “Chaos in the darkness.” He heard her pretty clearly, and it’s not the kind of thing you’d make up.’

      
      ‘She was stoned.’ Cass pointed to the joint. ‘She was probably just talking shit.’

      
      ‘Yeah, and I’d probably have thought that too, if it was the first time I’d come across the phrase.’

      
      ‘What do you mean?’

      
      ‘I’ve seen it before – two weeks ago. Another student topped herself, this one from Chelsea Art College. She slit her own
         wrists – admittedly in a more traditional way – but she wrote the same sentence on the wall, in her own blood, probably as
         she was dying. “Chaos in the darkness.” ‘
      

      
      Cass looked down at the dead girl. Her blood would be settling quickly into her lower limbs, and soon her skin would turn
         bluey-purple. Hopefully Eagleton would get her out quickly, before her body distorted too much. At some point her parents
         were going to want to take her home.
      

      
      ‘Are you sure it was the same sentence? She said the same thing the other girl wrote? Not your memory playing tricks?’

      
      ‘No,’ Eagleton said positively, ‘I was called to the other one the morning after the bombs – had to go straight to Chelsea
         from St Mary’s. I haven’t forgotten anything about that particular twenty-four hours. And apart from that, there are photos in the file.’
      

      
      Cass didn’t speak. Chaos in the darkness. What did it mean? He fought a yawn. Maybe it didn’t mean anything at all. He looked at the girl again and felt the familiar
         twinge that came with the job: the wanting to know why. It was a strange sentence for last words: it was a declaration of fact, not an explanation of her actions. Nor a suicide
         note. Or maybe in some way it was all three. His brain ticked and whirred, turning the words around this way and that.
      

      
      ‘You on a good case at the moment?’ Eagleton asked, breaking into Cass’s reverie.

      
      ‘You know the answer to that – until all that other shit is done and dusted I’m getting the dross. I’m spending too much time
         retelling the same story to different lawyers for them to trust me with a decent murder. You know how it is.’
      

      
      ‘Oh yeah. I love those lawyers.’

      
      For a moment the two men said nothing. The weight of the black mark they shared had formed a bond between them. Eagleton’s
         evidence had been more than enough to get the old ME, Mark Farmer – his boss – charged, and Cass’s information had led to
         the arrest of too many of Paddington Green’s officers. Some had been quietly let off the hook in an effort to stop the press
         realising how far the corruption in the system had spread; in exchange they in turn fingered the ringleaders. But all of those
         involved in the conspiracy, not just to take money from criminals in exchange for looking the other way, but actually getting
         in on the criminal action themselves, had friends, and there were plenty among them who believed no one had really been doing
         any harm; it wasn’t as if they were letting murderers off the hook, after all.
      

      
      
      Cass looked again at the younger man. Eagleton didn’t really look like a kid any more. He’d done a lot of growing up fast.

      
      ‘You’re right,’ Cass said. ‘This could be worth a quick check, as long as no one gets on my back over it. What was the other
         suicide’s name, can you remember?’
      

      
      ‘Yep. Katie Dodds. Just turned twenty-one. I’ll get the file over to you. Someone’s already taken an official statement from
         the boyfriend here. When I’m done here I’ll get you a copy of the report. Can’t see anyone else being interested.’
      

      
      ‘Thanks. It’s probably nothing, but I’ll take a look.’

      
      ‘Good,’ Josh Eagleton said. ‘They’re only young. They deserve someone to know why.’

      
      Cass headed back down the stairs. Eagleton was already well ahead of his old boss, in Cass’s opinion. Cass knew all about
         how the fingers of the dead could grip you; looked like the lab rat was fast learning that too.
      

      
      It was still early, and as he’d not showered or shaved before heading out to meet Eagleton, Cass headed home before going
         to the nick. He had plenty of time before he had to be in, and he wasn’t ready for anyone at Paddington Green to see him looking
         anything less than professional. Sometimes appearances really were everything; he knew that better than most. He flicked on
         the kettle in the small kitchen before heading into the shower. His new flat in St John’s Wood was small but functional, and
         it suited Cass, probably better than the big house in Muswell Hill ever had.
      

      
      He stepped under the shower. He’d be glad when the house sale finally completed. He’d sold at a ridiculously low price, the
         only way to shift it in the dead housing market, but it was worth it, just to draw a line under some of the memories. And
         it wasn’t as if he was short of cash: The Bank had cleared his brother’s mortgage once he’d proved Christian had been murdered, and that house was now rented out, while
         the life insurance pay-out was sitting as yet untouched in Cass’s own bank account.
      

      
      He let the hot water run over him. Every life could be accounted for by a cash sum. If the world had taught him anything it
         was that. From betrayal for thirty pieces of silver to Claire May tumbling to her death to protect illegal earnings, to family
         life insurance, life and death all came down to currency. It left a bad taste in his mouth … he had a bad taste in his mouth
         and the healthiest bank balance he’d had in years. And on top of all that, his pay packet was going to be substantially bigger,
         as he was due a whole load of official bonuses after the arrests and convictions of his fellow officers. That was another
         reason why there weren’t too many people at the station – and in nicks across London – keen to stand by Cass; there was a
         distinct feeling that he was profiteering from the force.
      

      
      He turned up the heat, sending a cloud of steam billowing out through the shower curtain. He could live with all that shit.
         After all, he’d been through worse. As he scrubbed at his skin he started wishing it was as easy to clean off the memories
         of the past and the ghosts of the dead: Claire May, his wife Kate, Christian and his family, the lost child Luke … and over
         everything loomed the dark shadow of The Bank, and the mysterious Mr Bright. He shut it out. There is no glow – the thought beat at his skull every morning, and though he knew it was a lie, he didn’t care; he intended to try and live
         by that lie. Cass had no intention of taking part in whatever games Mr Bright and Solomon had wanted to play with him and
         his family. The gritty, real world of crime was all that interested him. They could find another family for their experiments.
      

      
      
      Out of the shower, he quickly towelled himself dry.

      
      There is no glow. That sentence was replaced with another, equally strange, if less familiar: Chaos in the darkness. Eagleton had been right: he was intrigued. Two girls at two separate universities, both using the same phrase while killing
         themselves – coincidence? A man had told him recently that there were no coincidences. Cass was inclined to agree with him.
      

      
      He drank a quick cup of coffee as he dressed and headed for the door, until the answerphone’s flashing light caught his eye.
         Two messages had been left while he’d been in the bathroom. The world might be dead on its feet, but it still started work
         early.
      

      
      ‘Mr Jones? This is Edgar Marlowe, from Marlowe and Beale solicitors’ office? It’s really rather important that you call me
         back on—’
      

      
      Cass didn’t give the man a chance to finish his sentence before he hit delete. Another fucking lawyer. The voice sounded familiar,
         and Cass wondered if he had called before. More than likely; Bowman and Blackmore’s trials were coming up soon, and most of
         the calls put through to his office were something to do with the fucking case. This one pissed him off though: this was his
         home number. Who the hell had given them that?
      

      
      The next message clicked in: ‘Wondered if you were up for a pint tonight?’

      
      The very English sentence sounded strange in DI Ramsey’s US drawl, but it made Cass smile.

      
      ‘Meeting up with someone you’d probably like to see. We’ll be at the Fox and Garter on Marylebone High Street at eight.’

      
      At least Cass knew he still had some friends left on the force, and Charles Ramsey was top of that list. The irritating lawyer forgotten, Cass picked up his keys and headed out into the wreckage of London to face the day.
      

      
      ‘Coffee, sir?’ Toby Armstrong stood in the doorway with a mug already in hand.

      
      ‘Thanks.’

      
      Cass waved his new sergeant in and took the drink, and for a second there was an awkward silence. Armstrong was, by all accounts,
         a likeable character and a good policeman, and although Cass didn’t doubt either, he hadn’t yet seen much evidence of the
         first. At best they had a polite working relationship. They didn’t go to the pub together. They didn’t discuss their personal
         lives.
      

      
      Cass wasn’t bothered by the coolness between them. He was happy as long as the sergeant got on with his job; he could understand
         why being allocated to the DI who was almost single-handedly bringing down the Met might not be Armstrong’s idea of a great
         partnership. The sergeant might not have said anything, but it was obvious he didn’t want to get tarred by the Cass Jones
         brush.
      

      
      ‘The Mitchell death?’

      
      Cass looked up. ‘What about it?’ Barbara Mitchell had been clubbed to death with a tyre-iron in her kitchen a few days before.
         It was the closest Cass had come to a real case in six months, but it had proved depressingly lacking in anything remotely
         brain-taxing.
      

      
      ‘I did what you said, brought the husband’s secretary in and let her sweat overnight. She broke at four this morning. She
         started banging on the cell door, desperate to talk. Said he wasn’t with her after all.’
      

      
      ‘Got someone picking him up?’

      
      ‘Already done,’ Armstrong said, ‘and he’s cracked. His confession’s being typed up now.’

      
      
      ‘Good work.’ Cass attempted a smile but it was empty. The Mitchell case had been blindingly obvious from the moment he’d first
         walked into that house and seen the husband’s scrubbed pink hands and spotless clothes as he stood shaking beside her battered
         and bleeding body, stammering as he claimed he’d found her that way. It had only ever been a matter of time before they had
         their confession.
      

      
      A small huddle of officers gathered in the corner of the Incident Room outside caught his eye, and he frowned.

      
      ‘What’s going on with them?’

      
      ‘They’re watching the news,’ Armstrong said. ‘A couple of bombs went off in the Moscow Underground during rush hour.’

      
      ‘Like ours?’

      
      ‘Looks that way.’

      
      ‘Poor bastards.’ He meant it too. For a moment he was tempted to go and join the group and watch the disaster unfold in all
         its glorious televisual Technicolor, but he shook the thought away. The bombings were someone else’s problem, part of the
         bigger picture that made up the slowly rotting world. For Cass, all that mattered now were the small tragedies, the tiny deaths
         – the ones he could actually do something about.
      

      
      ‘I’ve got a job for you.’

      
      ‘Sir?’

      
      ‘Student suicides. I want to know how many there have been in the past month – no, in fact, maybe go back three months. Get
         me whatever files we’ve got.’
      

      
      ‘London, or nationwide?’

      
      ‘London for now.’

      
      ‘Can I ask why?’

      
      Cass looked up. Claire could have asked why, and he’d probably have told her, but not this career copper who was too worried about his own fledgling reputation to relax. ‘No, Armstrong,’ Cass said quietly, ‘you can’t.’
      

      
      There was the slightest twitch in the other man’s jaw and then the sergeant turned and left. Cass watched him. If only the
         stupid boy would see that someone among the headshed must think highly of him to have teamed him up with Cass in the middle
         of this shitstorm, then maybe he’d start to be half the copper he possibly could be.
      

      
      He closed the door.

      
      By lunchtime Cass had finished his own bland report on the Mitchell case and Armstrong had printed out all the information
         he’d requested. He’d had a message from Eagleton, who was running a full autopsy on Jasmine Green, the girl they’d found this
         morning, and would get back to him as soon as possible. Cass looked at the small pile of papers in front of him and wondered
         who was more intrigued by this case, the ME’s assistant, or Cass himself. Eagleton’s curiosity had been roused for sure, but
         as Cass sifted through the documents Armstrong had brought him, he felt a tingle in the pit of his stomach. He’d started to
         think he’d lost that feeling.
      

      
      It appeared that a depressingly large number of young people felt the urge to end their lives before they’d grown up enough
         to realise they could live through a whole lot worse shit than the angst that comes from being somewhere between eighteen
         and twenty-two. As he scanned through their tragedies, he didn’t let his eyes linger too long on the invariably smiling photographs.
         If you let too many of the dead grip you, they’d pull you down and drown you. He’d learned that fast.
      

      
      Over the past three months there’d been nine suicides among London’s student population. Cass put five of them in a separate pile, to be ignored; there was nothing unusual about any of them – a teenager who had always been bullied; a
         young woman with a history of depression – and more importantly, all five dead had left notes explaining their actions.
      

      
      The other four, however, he laid out carefully across his desk. Four suicides in just over two weeks, spread across the capital.
         The files were sparse on information, even Katie Dodds’. He looked at her photo. Dark hair, pretty. Green eyes. Then he looked
         at the second image, the words finger-painted in blood on the wall. Chaos in the darkness. No note, other than that one sentence. His eyes flicked over the attached sheet of paper. Popular student, talented artist.
         No hint of depression.
      

      
      The second file was James Busby’s, a twenty-year-old sports science second-year student at the Richmond campus of Brunel University.
         Cut his wrists in the bath in a student house in Hounslow four days before Katie Dodds slashed hers on her bed in Chelsea.
         He’d been the rugby team captain. He’d passed all his exams thus far, in the way that the popular kids always do: not top
         of the class, but doing enough work to get by and still have a social life. Cass’s eyes caught on the final paragraph of the
         report.
      

      
      No evidence of foul play. Deceased sent text to mother from bathroom. Chaos in the darkness. Mother didn’t understand it,
            she tried to call and received no answer. There was no further communication from her son, who was found dead by another resident
            of his house thirty minutes later.

      
      Cass’s heart thumped more loudly. There it was again, in black and white. Chaos in the darkness. What did it mean – and more importantly, what the hell did it mean to these kids? He looked at the last two files. Angie
         Lane and Cory Denter. Angie had been an accountancy and business student at the South Bank University. She’d been quiet but friendly. Her flatmate had returned to find her dead on the kitchen
         floor a week ago. There was a pile of chopped carrots on the side. Angie had been cutting up vegetables and at some point
         decided that cutting her own wrists open was preferable to finishing whatever she’d decided to cook. She left no note.
      

      
      Cass jotted down the address of her flat, the name of her flatmate and her parents’ contact details. She might not have left
         an obvious message behind, but he needed to find out for himself. Cory Denter’s story was similar: he was a second-year medical
         student at Bart’s with no signs of depression. He’d slit his wrists with a scalpel the most efficient way, vertically, not
         horizontally, in his car on his parents’ drive in Lewisham. He was a live-at-home student. Cass added his address to Angie
         Lane’s.
      

      
      Cory Denter had died only four days earlier, so he’d go there first. There had been no suicide note for Cory either, and Cass
         knew full well what he’d be facing when he turned up at the Denter house: all their grief, and wonder – and then, on top of
         that, he’d feel the awful weight of their expectation that maybe he’d be able to provide the answers for them, to give them
         some closure.
      

      
      He stood up. The parents didn’t concern him so much. Their grief would be painful, but it was their grief, not his own, and
         he could live with their expectations. He’d done that before. He looked down at the four faces on his desk once more before
         gathering up the files and putting them in his top drawer. It was the expectations of the dead that he had a hard time dealing
         with. The dead didn’t let go.
      

   



      
      
      Chapter Four

      
      Abigail Porter had become good at being relatively invisible over the years, no mean feat for a woman who stood six foot tall
         in flat shoes, especially when most of that height was taken up by spectacular long, slim legs. Still, as she stood by the
         door in Alison McDonnell’s private office it was clear that neither the Prime Minister, nor the Home Secretary, nor David
         Fletcher, the head of ATD, the Anti-Terror Division, the new hard core at the heart of the country’s counter-terrorism agencies,
         considered her to be in the room. She was like a ghost imprinted on the wallpaper, there, but not there. As she idly listened
         to the serious voices, she was pleased about that. Next door, the PM’s admin secretary would be just leaving for lunch. In
         ten minutes’ time McDonnell would be leaving to meet the other members of the Cabinet for the emergency briefing. Abigail
         needed two or three minutes of unnoticed time between those two events.
      

      
      ‘We’re almost certain that all five of the 26/09 bombs were made of Semtex, rather than the usual home-made organic compounds
         used in 7/7 and 13/12,’ Fletcher started.
      

      
      ‘Semtex?’

      
      ‘Military grade.’

      
      ‘I take it this isn’t a good thing.’ McDonnell said.

      
      ‘In itself, it shouldn’t make much difference. Without trying to be crude, it doesn’t matter what it’s made of; if it explodes and kills people, then a bomb is a bomb. What’s of
         more concern is the lack of any polymer residue at any of the sites. All military-grade Semtex manufactured since 2002 has
         a post-detonation taggant which leaves behind traces of chemicals, allowing the batch to be identified and traced. And if
         it’s not military grade, then it should be orange. None of these explosions left residue, and trace evidence suggests the
         plastique was white.’
      

      
      ‘What does all that actually mean?’

      
      ‘In essence, it suggests that your bombers are both well organised and well funded, and I would suggest that if they’re taking
         time to purchase Semtex I’d be willing to bet they bought more than they used for 26/09. I very much doubt it’s for sale in
         small quantities.’
      

      
      ‘Small quantities?’ The Prime Minister grimaced. ‘They virtually destroyed Ealing Broadway and Hampstead High Street, and they brought the Underground system to its knees.’
      

      
      ‘It’s certainly efficient, but politically, the use of this kind of Semtex raises some questions. The Czechs are either selling
         old stock on the black market, or manufacturing new – untraceable – product.’ Fletcher sipped his coffee.
      

      
      He had strong hands, Abigail noted, with neat, clipped fingernails. He’d be a good lover, she was certain. The thoughts were
         idle. Two more minutes.
      

      
      ‘Oh, that’s great,’ said Lucius Dawson, the Home Secretary.

      
      ‘The whole world’s in recession and keen to blow the hell out of everyone else,’ said the PM, ‘so what do you really expect?
         The Czechs aren’t well known for their high-class exports, are they?’ She sighed. ‘Beer, Bohemian crystal and bombs are all
         they’ve got.’
      

      
      
      ‘We also know the bombs were detonated with mobile phones, and given that at least three of the sites were underground, it’s
         likely they used the alarm as the trigger – all you have to do is wire a detonator across the vibrate function and it’s done.’
      

      
      ‘That would make sense, especially given the precision of the explosions on Ealing Broadway. They were staggered perfectly
         to cause maximum casualties.’
      

      
      Casualties, thought Abigail, was a horribly overused word, a soothing plaster over any number of rotten, cancerous wounds.
         At the last count, the casualties meant the four hundred and eighty-three people who had died on 26 September, and there were still at least thirty more who
         might join them any moment. And that was without counting the wounded, those blinded and limbless. Casualties. There was a true horror in the blandness of that euphemism.
      

      
      ‘It also means there’s no trace of a triggering call – although even if they had been call-detonated, they’ll all be pay-as-you-go
         sims, so we’d be none the wiser. The best we could hope for would be to find a common link.’
      

      
      ‘That has to stop,’ the PM muttered. ‘I don’t want anyone in this country with a phone that can’t be traced right back to them.’
      

      
      ‘With your permission, ma’am’ – for the first time Fletcher sounded hesitant – ‘I’d like to share some of this information
         with my opposite number in Moscow.’
      

      
      There was a slight hitch of breath from the Home Secretary.

      
      ‘Why? For all we know Russian terrorists were behind these bombs, despite what happened today.’

      
      Fletcher shook his head. ‘We’ve had none of the normal claims of responsibility, nothing from the Chechens, Al Qaeda or Red Terror. If the Russians were involved, Red Terror would have claimed it by now.’
      

      
      ‘You may have a point,’ she conceded. ‘So does this mean we’re dealing with a new terrorist threat?’

      
      ‘We could be,’ Fletcher admitted, ‘and if we are, then I’m curious about the similarities between what happened here two weeks
         ago and what happened in Moscow today. Then we’ll be able to gauge the level of threat, and perhaps get some idea of what
         they were hoping to achieve.’
      

      
      ‘Terror.’ The PM spoke softly. ‘I should imagine they were hoping to achieve terror.’

      
      ‘And we’re no closer to IDing the bombers themselves?’ the Home Secretary asked.

      
      ‘No, although we’re still piecing together CCTV images – a lot of cameras were damaged, as you can imagine.’

      
      Abigail took a small step sideways and slipped out through the door and into Emily’s office. The desk was abandoned, just
         as she’d expected. Emily was a mouse, and a creature of habit. She ate her lunch at exactly the same time every day, regular
         as clockwork. Death by routine.
      

      
      Keeping one eye on the door in front of her, Abigail hit ctrl/alt/del and brought up the log-in screen. Emily had dutifully
         logged herself out, but it hadn’t taken much to figure out her password. The morning she’d found the note pushed under her
         front door, Abigail had made it her business to have lunch with Emily. Abigail had asked her gently probing questions, and
         listening to the girl’s mindless drivel had quickly produced what she needed – the minute Emily mentioned that she had a dog,
         Abigail had known what her password would be. It was predictably sentimental. She typed quickly and the home screen appeared.
         She went straight to the Internet browser and brought up Hotmail, her heart thumping, as it had been every time she’d tried
         this over the past two weeks. The beat was a strange reassurance that she was still alive, despite the cold grey cloud that
         had enveloped her soul. She hadn’t brought the note with her. She didn’t need to. The words on it were imprinted in her mind.
      

      
      You’ll need this. You’ll know when.

      
      Username: Intervention1@hotmail.co.uk
      

      
      Password: Salvation

      
      She’d found it the morning after the bombings: a small, sealed white envelope with the folded paper inside. She should have
         handed it over to Special Branch or MI5, or at least the PM – she should definitely have given it to someone. The note had been screaming at her to hand it over – but she hadn’t, she’d brought it in with her. She’d intended to tell
         McDonnell, but instead she found herself eating lunch with Emily and thinking if she was going to compromise a computer, then
         Emily’s was a better choice than her own.
      

      
      So here she was again, her career in her hands as she stared at the home screen. The disappointment was almost overwhelming.
         The inbox was empty. The whole account was empty. She frowned. So what was the point of it – how was she supposed to know
         when she’d need it? She closed the screen down and deleted the browser history. Maybe if a message did ever appear, then she’d
         pass the whole thing on. Maybe. She replaced the chair exactly as she’d found it and headed back to the door. Or maybe she was just telling herself a big
         fat lie. There was a promise in that note, and it had been made to her.
      

      
      ‘We’re cross-referencing all the tapes,’ Fletcher was still speaking as Abigail resumed her place by the door, ‘checking for
         people entering the sites with bags and leaving without them. If they used alarm settings to detonate the bombs, then there’s a chance the bombers weren’t suicides. They could have left themselves time to get out.’
      

      
      ‘Without raising suspicion?’

      
      Fletcher shrugged. ‘They wouldn’t need long, just a few minutes. And even if someone spotted the bag between stops, whoever
         planted it could have got out at the previous station and left before it was detonated, if he moved fast enough.’
      

      
      ‘You really don’t think suicide bombings?’

      
      ‘We can’t be sure one way or the other at this point, but this silence is strange. Suicide bombers leave a message: it’s the
         nature of suicide, to want to explain yourself, and all terror organisations use that to propagandise their message. They
         send us videos so we’re sure who did it and why and in the name of which God they’re blowing the shit out of themselves and
         everyone around them. And as yet, we’ve received no messages whatsoever from whomever is responsible for these attacks.’
      

      
      ‘You think the Russians have had a message?’

      
      ‘Nothing on intel about it.’ Fletcher’s stare was direct.

      
      Abigail didn’t think the man was capable of anything else. There was a straightforwardness about him that in the double-dealing
         world of politics might be mistaken for a lesser intelligence by the less intelligent politicians. But David Fletcher wasn’t
         stupid; he was dangerously sharp in his clinical evaluations in just about any given situation.
      

      
      ‘Speak to them,’ the PM said, ‘but don’t give them everything. It will be tricky, because the media’s been quick to put the
         blame on the Russians, and we haven’t done much to dissipate that in case it disrupts the fragile peace we’ve got going with
         the Middle East. We can’t be seen to be blaming them at the moment, can we? Not until next month’s summit is done.’
      

      
      
      ‘I’ll tread carefully.’

      
      The Prime Minister looked up at her counter-terrorism commander. ‘Make sure you do.’

      
      Abigail watched the woman she was paid to protect. Unlike David Fletcher, Alison McDonnell understood politics; more than
         that, she got how the world worked. She might not always like it, but she understood it, and that was what made her such a
         good player at the game. And that’s all this life and death business ever really was – a game. The game. That was what Fletcher would never understand: that there was no point in taking it too seriously, because at the end
         of the day it was all just moves and counter-moves, winners and losers. Abigail thought of the empty Hotmail account. It might
         be a cold, dangerous game, but it was all there was. And now someone was trying to lure her back into it.
      

      
      And that was interesting.

   



      
      
      Chapter Five

      
      Although the sun was shining brightly through the windows of the small house in Lewisham, it dulled in the sombre atmosphere
         of the sitting room, as if aware that the good spirits normally associated with it weren’t welcome here. Cory Denter had died
         four days ago, and his grandparents and aunts had travelled from Trinidad to support the family in their grief. Large women
         dressed in black sipped tea and talked softly, their white eyes rimmed red from crying. The pain in the room was almost palpable.
         Cass had felt it too many times before.
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry to disturb you,’ he said, quietly. ‘I won’t take up much of your time.’

      
      ‘Take whatever time you need, please.’ Cory’s mother looked up at him with almost desperate hope.

      
      He knew why; all around the house were proudly framed pictures of this now-broken family unit, of Cory, smiling throughout
         the years of his short life. The whole family looked to be always smiling – but not any more. The future held only echoes
         now. And poor Cory’s mother just wanted to know why.
      

      
      ‘I’m not sure what you want.’ Mr Denter watched him with suspicion, and Cass knew what that meant too: Don’t go bringing hope here if you can’t deliver. Don’t you do that to us, not now. ‘The car is gone. We didn’t want it here. There was too much …’ His voice cracked slightly as the sentence drifted away unsaid.
      

      
      It didn’t matter; Cass knew the end of it. Too much blood.
      

      
      ‘There wasn’t anything in it anyway, just the usual – maps, service book, chewing gum. Some CDs.’ Mr Denter’s eyes welled
         up, as if the memory of each item was stabbing him somewhere inside.
      

      
      ‘Can I see his room?’

      
      ‘He was always a good boy.’ Mrs Denter looked up from the sofa. The hope had turned to a vague dread. The why wasn’t always good to know. ‘Always.’
      

      
      ‘I’m sure he was, Mrs Denter.’

      
      She shrugged, the weight heavy in her shoulders. ‘I just don’t understand. I don’t understand.’ The tears came, hot and fast
         from the endless well inside her, and big black arms engulfed and held her tight as an older Jamaican woman muttered soothing
         words in an accent like rum. Cass watched them with something close to envy. It would feel good to be held in an embrace like
         that. It had been a long time since he’d felt anything other than the grip of the dead.
      

      
      He looked at Mr Denter and they shared a look that spoke more than words ever could, and for an instant Cass was back looking
         down the barrel of a gun at wide brown Jamaican eyes. He closed the memory down and followed the dead boy’s father out of
         the room of crying women and up a narrow staircase.
      

      
      At the top, Mr Denter spoke again, more softly this time.

      
      ‘Was my boy in trouble? Had he got himself mixed up in something?’ The man’s Adam’s apple bobbed nervously up and down, a
         mix of needing the why and the fear of it, that perhaps his child had secrets of his own already, and a life that was separate, darker.
      

      
      ‘No,’ Cass said, ‘there’s no evidence to suggest that. Really.’

      
      
      Mr Denter didn’t look convinced, and Cass didn’t blame him. The police didn’t investigate routine suicides, everyone knew
         that – these days the police didn’t investigate half the crimes they were supposed to, let alone small personal tragedies
         like this one. Still, Mr Denter didn’t look like someone who argued with the police. He was a good citizen.
      

      
      ‘Well—’ He shrugged helplessly from the doorway, as if his grief barred him from entry. ‘It’s exactly as he left it. We haven’t
         … moved anything.’
      

      
      Cass nodded. He could see the Denters’ whole lives in the neatness of this room. There were a couple of football posters on
         the wall, a set of clothes draped over the chair in the corner; a skeleton was standing against the back wall, next to a chart
         of the body’s organs. The bed was made. Next to it was a desk, on which was stacked a pile of medical textbooks and folders
         of work, alongside the small lamp and a pen pot. Cory Denter had been the product of a hardworking family who had clearly
         scrimped and saved every penny so that their precious son could have a better life. It looked like Cory had appreciated it,
         too: there was a small photograph of him and his parents on a boat somewhere bright and sunny. They were smiling like that
         feeling would last for ever. It was the only photo in the room.
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