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Part One


A City of Magnificent Distances









Chapter 1


Six was kind of an insult. It wasn’t enough. I thought they were going to need a bigger boat. It’s a line from Jaws. The sheriff says it when he sees the great white shark for the first time, when he sees how big it is. It’s now an idiom for being outmatched. Like how over the moon means happy. Or break a leg means good luck. So when I saw there were only six of them, that’s what I thought. They were going to need a bigger boat.


Then again, it was a small town – maybe six was all they could spare. Maybe six was everyone. And it was an urgent operation. Panicked even. Had to be. If it wasn’t, Wayne County wouldn’t be doing it. They’d be relegated to cordon control. This had been a hasty phone call followed by an even hastier order: ‘Do it now before he moves. You don’t have the luxury of waiting for reinforcements. In the meantime, we’re scrambling everyone we have.’


I’m not a huge man – five-eleven, weigh a buck-ninety – but they approached me like I was unattended baggage. They looked scared. Jittery. Probably never had to do a job like this before. Lived in Wayne County to get away from jobs like this. Cold sweat on furrowed brows, faces rigid with tension. One of them had a twitch going on in the corner of his right eye. Probably a nervous thing.


They were doing OK, though. Hadn’t tried to rush me. They weren’t shouting, weren’t giving contradictory instructions. They’d walked through the bar without causing alarm. A ripple of hush followed them. The barman even switched off the music. All eyes turned to me. Not something I was used to these days. They fanned around my booth without getting in each other’s way, and then waited. There was no hostility. Just cops doing their duty. If I hadn’t seen what was on the TV, I might not have known they were there for me.


It’s an oversimplification to say there are good cops and there are bad cops. Cops can be both brave and cowardly, honest and corrupt, and they can be clever and stupid. And they can be all of those things or none of those things. So, to make things easy, I don’t trust cops. I don’t trust anyone. It’s why I’m still alive.


Even before I’d seen them, I’d auditioned several scenarios. None were good. They didn’t work out well for me and they sure didn’t work out well for them. In the end, it came down to math: when all your options are bad, choose the one that allows you to fight another day. You play the odds.


Before I hit somewhere new, I make sure I’m not walking into a town like the one from the first Rambo film, the one with the sheriff who didn’t like drifters.


Wayne County Sheriff’s Department covered a large area, and the sheriff was a woman called Diane Long. They had a good reputation. The men in front of me were deputies from the road patrol department. Solid, no-nonsense cops. Not high-profile like the NYPD, but in a small department like Wayne County, the sheer variety of their daily call sheets made them tough and adaptable.


So far, no one had spoken. Their weapons were drawn but remained at their sides. It wasn’t a standoff – they were waiting for a signal. A man wearing sergeant’s stripes was covering their backs. He said, ‘Now,’ and, as one, they raised their weapons.


Two were holding Taser X26s. Black and yellow and nasty. When discharged, they launch two probes that attach themselves to the target’s clothes or skin, completing an electrical circuit. Hurts like hell. Completely debilitating. They have a range of fifteen feet, and the cops were eight feet away. The ideal distance. I didn’t want to be tasered.


The only woman of the group was aiming a shotgun at my chest. I couldn’t tell what shells she was packing, but my gut told me they’d be non-lethal. Probably beanbag rounds. Enough to cause a bad bruise and, if I was standing, put me on my ass. Nut-busters, I called them once. Useless, unless you go rogue and aim for something soft and dangly, because with a six-foot-five musclehead who’s in the middle of a Hulk-like meltdown after he’s overdone the gym candy, centre-mass shots barely tickle. A blast to the balls, however …


They’d been told to bring me in alive.


That was good.


The sergeant was carrying a standard-issue Glock, though. A serious man with a serious gun. Loaded with 9-millimetre Parabellums. If one of those hit me centre mass, I wouldn’t be getting up. ‘Parabellum’ is taken from the Latin ‘para bellum’. It means prepare for war. I’ve always thought it’s a good name for a bullet. The sergeant had a barrel chest, square shoulders, and an even squarer chin. His mouth formed a rigid grimace. His gunmetal-grey eyes fixed on me with no disengagement. The Glock wasn’t drawn, but his hand rested on the butt and the holster was unfastened. Although I got the impression he’d been told he wasn’t to point his weapon at me, I knew that, at a hint of danger, his hand would shoot out like it was remote controlled. I understood his anger: they were doing someone else’s dirty work and, federal order or not, he didn’t want his guys getting hurt by some asshole he hadn’t heard of until half an hour ago.


The sergeant spoke. ‘Can you come with us please, sir?’


I said, ‘You’re going to need a bigger boat.’









Chapter 2


An hour before things went all screwy, I’d been sitting in a hotel bar, nursing a pot of tea. It was good tea. Heavy with tannin. Thick enough to stand a spoon in. My surname is Germanic – my grandfather moved to the States when he was forty, got his citizenship in ’46, and dropped the umlaut in König when being German wasn’t popular – but my mother is English, and I guess that’s where my love of the drink comes from. I like coffee, but I prefer tea.


I’d been minding my own business. Trying not to be noticed. It’s what I do. I mind my own business and I try not to be noticed. As a rule I avoid small towns, the kind that remember strangers, but there was a claims adjusters’ convention on. And conventions change things. Everyone’s a stranger during a convention. Towns are crowded and that’s good. Crowds are my friend. I can use crowds.


I’d been zigzagging across New York State. Planned to visit Chittenango, the birthplace of The Wonderful Wizard of Oz author, L. Frank Baum. I’d heard that the town’s sidewalks are painted yellow, and when you have nothing to do but keep moving, you may as well go and see things. I was in no hurry, though, and that night I’d ended up in a town called Gosforth, Wayne County. I was hoping to get a hot meal and maybe score a cheap room for the night. I’d been outdoors all week, and although it was warm and I had a one-person backpacker’s tent, a bit of luxury never usually killed anyone. Then again, I’m an unusual person.


I was in the lobby bar of the Four Pines Hotel. It was like thousands of other bars: horseshoe booths, red leather armchairs and round stools at the bar. Shrill laughter and raised testosterone. A disinterested, acne-ridden barman polishing glasses with the rag he’d just been wiping the tables with. Seven mute televisions, all showing the same ball game: Red Sox and the Yankees at Fenway Park. I was sitting in a booth. It was covered in red, plastic leather. ‘Pleather’, I think they call it. Comes in long rolls and is easy to wipe clean. I checked the menu while I finished my tea.


The first thing that went wrong was the barman putting a bowl of peanuts on my table.


I’d read somewhere that the average bowl of bar nuts contains traces of over one hundred unique specimens of urine. Men and women coming back from the bathroom without washing their hands. And while a different study disproved that, their arguably worse claim was that over 40 per cent of ice cubes contain coliform: the bacteria that comes from human faeces. I hadn’t eaten a bar nut for nearly ten years. Been drinking my Coke warm for about the same time.


I pushed the peanuts back in the barman’s direction. ‘No, thank you,’ I said, then wished I hadn’t. Refusing free stuff was unusual. It was memorable.


The barman gave me an odd look, then shrugged like it happened all the time. He picked at a spot on the side of his neck and said, ‘Get ya anything from the kitchen?’


‘Burger,’ I replied. ‘American Classic with bacon, Monterey Jack cheese and a double patty, rare. Side order of fries and a chocolate milkshake.’


‘Good choice,’ he said. ‘It’s my favourite.’


I doubted that. He’d said the same thing to two women who’d ordered mac ’n’ cheese not ten minutes earlier.


‘It might be a half hour,’ he added, after he’d made a note of my order. ‘Everyone seems to be eating now.’


Thirty minutes was way too long. I wanted to be back on the road before nightfall. Find somewhere safer than the Four Pines to hole up for the night. I removed a twenty from my roll. ‘This speed things up?’


‘Considerably,’ he replied, slipping it into his apron pocket. ‘Fifteen minutes?’


I don’t know what my twenty was supposed to buy me, but my burger and shake took longer than the promised fifteen minutes. It actually took longer than the originally offered thirty. When it finally arrived, it was the same barman carrying it over. He made no attempt at an apology. Just put it on the table along with some cutlery. Headed back to the bar and started polishing glasses again. Every now and then he glanced at me but did it like he knew he shouldn’t.


He was acting differently, and in my world that’s a big, fat red flag.


I had to leave. I didn’t know what had happened, but I hadn’t survived the last six years by waiting around to see if I was right all the time. It was a pity, but the barman was now openly staring. Wasn’t even trying to hide it. It was time to move on. I pulled my backpack closer. It contained everything I owned and was always within reach.


Which was when I saw the television.


It was showing a newsbreak, one of the two-minute updates they have during an innings change. Even though we were in New York State, and the Yankees were playing, no one was really watching the game. I’d been glancing up sporadically to check the score.


The peroxide-blonde anchor was silently reading the last news item before they returned to the game. There was also a rolling banner at the bottom. One of those horizontal text-based displays with the day’s headlines and a toll-free number to call. I was too far away to see what it said, but the image on the screen was crystal clear.


It was a photograph. Despite not having seen it for years, I knew it well.


I stared at the screen.


My own face stared back.









Chapter 3


It was a photo from my previous life. Almost fifteen years old, but still the most up-to-date one there was. When you disappear, one of the things you need to do is destroy all your photographs, and despite only having had a day’s notice, I’d taken the time to do this. Virtually every photograph of me was gone. Either burned or deleted. But there’d been photographs I couldn’t access. Ones held in federal databases.


The agency that had supplied the photo on the TV screen was the same one that had taken the photograph: the United States Marshals. I’d finally made their Fifteen Most Wanted list. I was now one of the most sought-after fugitives in the country.


Which didn’t make sense. I knew why I’d disappeared, but the US Marshals didn’t. And even if they did, they wouldn’t look for me this way. They would find a different, quieter way. Putting me on the list smacked of desperation, of someone with a deadline.


After what seemed like an age, the channel returned to the ball game. A weak voice cheered at the end of the bar. At least one person was watching the game then. I looked round, feeling exposed. The barman was still watching me.


I had a problem. My face was on a national channel, not a local one, and it hadn’t looked like a breaking story. It could have been running for days, even weeks. For six years, no one had managed to get near me. I’d hoped people thought I was dead. That I’d died in some backwater town somewhere. A John Doe. But the federal government had just announced to every Tom, Dick and opportunist that I was alive and well.


Hunting season would begin again.


Which was a bit of a nuisance.


I needed to get to the bottom of this. The answers wouldn’t be found in Gosforth, though. They’d be found in Arlington, Virginia. That’s where the US Marshals were headquartered. Someone there would know what was happening. I still had friends in Arlington.


I grabbed the burger and took a bite. It was dreadful. Canner-grade beef, a thin slice of tomato and limp, brown lettuce. The doughy bun was unbuttered and twice as big as it needed to be. I took another bite anyway. I wanted to be fifty miles away by morning, and I had no idea when I’d eat again. Never turn down calories or sleep, I’d been taught.


The first indication I was too late was when I checked to see if the street was clear. My booth had a window, and although the curtains were drawn, I’d been pulling them to one side and peering out every now and then. Not for anything in particular – up until the newsbreak I had no reason to suspect anything was untoward – it’s just one of those things you do when you’re sitting by a window; you look out of it. The last time I’d looked, the street had been busy.


Now it looked like an empty movie set.


It wasn’t a coincidence. Without external factors, the street being empty would be a phenomenon. Mathematically implausible.


It had been cleared. There was a cordon set up. Somewhere out of sight. A crowd of onlookers behind a barrier, cell-phone cameras at the ready, waiting for something to happen.


It had probably been the barman who’d called the toll-free number. He must have been looking at my photograph all day and couldn’t believe his eyes when I walked in. Came over with the bowl of peanuts to make sure. I’d figured his odd look was because I’d turned down some urine-soaked peanuts, but it must have been when he realised he wasn’t going crazy. The man in his bar was one of the US Marshals’ most wanted fugitives. When I’d ordered my burger, it gave him the excuse he needed to go into the kitchen to make his call. He’d probably been told to act natural, delay me if he could. Give the cops time to arrange something. That was why my meal had taken so long.


Instinct and experience told me that I was about to be arrested. That a team was already outside. No one was getting in or out without their say-so. And if they were already at the door, it meant it was going down now.


I put my hands on the table and sat up straight, like a meerkat.


I didn’t want anyone to get hurt.









Chapter 4


‘You’re going to need a bigger boat,’ I said to the sergeant with the Glock.


He frowned. He’d probably rehearsed what to say when he reached my table and I wasn’t following his script. He’d asked me to come with him and I was supposed to stand up. Instead, I’d told him he was going to need a bigger boat. Without context, my response was nonsensical. Irrational.


I took a fry off my plate and popped it into my mouth. It was greasy, like the oil hadn’t been hot enough when they went in the fryer. I picked up another and held it up.


‘Did you know the French and the Belgians are in constant conflict about who invented the fry?’ I said. ‘The Belgians say it’s just another case of French gastronomic hegemony. That any Belgian cuisine they liked was assimilated into their own, then claimed as their own.’


‘I didn’t know that, sir,’ he said. His confusion was obvious. I had been talking about bigger boats and now I was talking about French fries.


I shrugged. ‘Personally I think they’re more likely to have been invented in Spain. They were the first European country to get the potato after it arrived from the New World, and they already had a tradition of frying their food in oil.’


He raised his eyebrows.


‘I used to watch a lot of TV,’ I said. ‘And I used to read a lot of books.’


‘And now?’


‘And now not so much,’ I said. ‘Anyway, I’m telling you about the provenance of fries, Sergeant, only to demonstrate that things are not always as they seem. Calling something French doesn’t make it French.’ I threw the fry back on the plate. ‘And putting someone on the Most Wanted list doesn’t make them a criminal.’


‘I’ll bear that in mind, sir.’


‘Am I under arrest?’


‘No, sir. But we would like to talk.’


‘There are six of you. Talk among yourselves.’


The sergeant didn’t crack a smile. Probably heard that joke a million times before. ‘I need you to accompany us to the sheriff’s office, sir.’


‘You’ve made a mistake, you know that, right?’


‘So you’ve said, sir,’ the sergeant said. ‘And I’m sure it will get sorted out. But not here.’


I took another bite from my burger and then wished I hadn’t. ‘No, I meant you’ve made a tactical mistake.’


‘Is that right, sir?’


‘It is,’ I said. ‘Is this a teachable moment, Sergeant?’


He didn’t respond. The fingers resting on his Glock flexed, though. A warning.


‘You’ve made a tactical mistake because now you have a problem,’ I continued. ‘You should have waited until I had left the hotel, or when I was at the bar paying my tab. Hell, anywhere would have been better than here.’


‘And why is that, sir?’ the sergeant said.


‘Are you humouring me, Sergeant?’


‘I just want to get this done with the minimum of fuss, sir. Let these fine folk get on with their evening.’


‘You should never try to detain someone sitting in a booth, Sergeant,’ I said. ‘Not if you don’t have to.’


I lifted the lid of my burger and discarded the patty. Turned it into a lettuce and tomato sandwich. I took a bite. It was only marginally better.


‘This is a tight booth and the table is bolted to the floor,’ I said. ‘I can wrap my legs around the central pillar. Reach down and grab it with both hands, become an immovable object. You can try to drag me out, of course, but the best you can do is put a deputy either side of me. No way is two enough. My glutes are stronger than their biceps. And you can’t use your weapons. I’m unarmed. There is no threat to life. And more importantly, right now there are at least ten people filming this with their cell phones, every one of them a potential citizen journalist. So if I refuse to leave the booth voluntarily, dragging me out is your only option. We’ve already established that won’t work, but you have to try, right? Can’t have your authority challenged like this.’


I pointed at my discarded burger.


‘Thirty bucks this cost me. You want to arrest someone, arrest the grill cook,’ I said. ‘Anyway, you look like an intelligent man. A strategic thinker. And now you’re wondering if maybe I want you to try and drag me out. So far you’re doing well. You’re all keeping your distance. But as soon as one of your deputies is in the booth with me, things change. You wouldn’t be so stupid to send him in with a weapon, but this burger’s tougher than jerky and the chef kindly sent it out with a serrated knife. In less than a second I could have the blade next to his carotid artery. And now I have a hostage. The lady with the shotgun is blocking your line of sight, and by the time you moved, I’d be out of the booth and using your deputy like a ballistic shield. You look like a stand-up guy; I doubt you’d make the hard call and shoot through him to stop me. I have options now. Maybe I walk him out and take my chances with whoever you have out on the street. Or perhaps I take your deputy into the kitchen behind the bar. Use some of their hot grease to start a fire. Make sure the hotel has to be evacuated. Cause a panic. Slip away in the chaos.’ I paused and smiled politely. ‘That’s why you made a mistake, Sergeant.’


To his credit, the sergeant’s demeanour barely changed. A slight stiffening of his spine, an involuntary twitch of his trigger finger. He moved a yard to his left. Made sure the deputy with the shotgun wasn’t blocking his line of sight.


‘Relax, Sergeant,’ I said. ‘Despite what you might think, I’m one of the good guys. I’ll come with you. But I would like to finish my milkshake.’ I picked up my glass.


‘I really need you to come now, sir.’ His voice was hard and flat now, his eyes steady.


‘I think I’ll finish my milkshake,’ I said. I looked at him over the rim as I took a drink.


The burger might have been a bust, but the shake was cold and thick and creamy. It didn’t matter how hard I sucked; it came up through that straw in its own time. I put it down. If I rushed it, the blood vessels in the roof of my mouth would rapidly constrict. I would get a cold-stimulus headache. A brain freeze.


‘Well, this is awkward,’ I said.


The sergeant reddened. In the space of a minute he’d lost control of the situation. Everyone around the booth knew it. The female deputy began to fidget. She had drawn the short straw. She’d been holding her shotgun in the raised position for a while now, and her arms were starting to tire. Holding her arms like that meant she was holding the weight with just one or two muscles. If she’d been a prisoner of war, it would have been called a stress position. Explicitly prohibited under the Geneva Conventions. I wondered what her sergeant would do. If it had been me, I’d have rotated and made sure everyone took a turn. Then again, I wouldn’t have tried to arrest someone wedged into a booth.


In the end, it was the female deputy’s discomfort rather than the sergeant’s embarrassment that forced the issue.


‘Come on then,’ I said. I held out my arms. An old trick perps sometimes try on new cops. They’re so relieved the perp isn’t struggling they don’t consider whether cuffing to the rear would be the better option. To my surprise the sergeant didn’t object. Being cuffed to the front was an inconvenience to me, for sure. It would certainly stop me bragging about the size of the last fish I’d caught, but it wouldn’t stop me grabbing and using a weapon. The old me wouldn’t have made a mistake like that. Then again, the old me wouldn’t have been cornered and caught in a bar during convention week. I stood. ‘We ready?’


‘Let’s go,’ the sergeant said.


I edged out of the booth, sideways, like a crab. Stood next to him.


He gave me a calculating look. ‘You don’t scare easy, do you, sir?’ he said.


‘You have no idea,’ I replied.









Chapter 5


Two minutes later I was in the back of a white Crown Vic. Although the back seat was caged and I was securely restrained, two unarmed cops flanked me, wedging me in. They were both big boys. Bulky biceps strained against the sleeves of their dark brown uniform. Bulky to my lean. Gym muscles rather than natural.


Even though I was secure, they looked tense. Neither so much as glanced in my direction, which was curious. They’d just apprehended one of the top fugitives in the country. It was human nature to want to know what I’d done. All they did was stare straight ahead. I was either in the presence of the most unimaginative people on the planet or, more likely, they were under instructions not to engage with me. A theory that was easy to test.


Since the sergeant with the Glock had first spoken, no one had Mirandised me. I wasn’t under arrest, but I was clearly in their custody. There were subtle clues. I was in the back of a police car. I had handcuffs on. People had pointed weapons at me.


The drive to the sheriff’s office took no more than ten minutes and I spent the time studying the terrain. I might have to run through it later. It was very rural. A lot of farms. A big wood. Might even have been a forest. Spring had its foot on the gas and the leaves were packed tighter than broccoli. A million shades of green.


The sheriff’s office was in a town called Lyons. I’d walked through it the day before. It was affluent without being ostentatious. Like a lot of towns in America, it had started as a few dwellings either side of the highway and had grown in a linear fashion from there. It was a mile long but only a hundred yards wide. Probably insular in the way small towns are. More interested in discussing people than ideas. I hadn’t seen any lawn signs, but I suspected when it came to local elections they were hotly contested, right down to the town dog catcher. I eventually did see a lawn sign. Someone called David Reisinger was running for Supervisor of Soil and Water Conservation. The sign said he was the only person who would protect the town’s soil.


‘Which side of the fallow debate do you think Reisinger will land?’ I asked. I wanted to see if they were under instruction not to engage with me. The deputies didn’t answer, which kinda hinted at what they’d been told. ‘I’m all for leaving land to lie fallow. Good for the wildlife,’ I added. ‘How about you guys?’


Still nothing. Didn’t even glance at me. Looked like they were making a point of it.


‘Well, anyway, he’s got my vote,’ I said before settling back in my seat.


The deputies continued to ignore me and we drove the rest of the way in silence.


The sheriff’s office was a large, white, hexagonal building. Police buildings in wealthy rural counties don’t have the throughput that cities have, so tend to be well maintained.


Although I hadn’t formally been arrested, processing someone from the road to the cell necessitated a two-way dialogue.


‘Name?’ the sergeant behind the desk asked.


I said nothing. Giving a false name to a police officer is a criminal offence. Refusing to give one is not. I had no intention of confirming my name. Not until I figured out what was happening.


‘Gonna have to search you, sir.’ It wasn’t a request. There were a lot of deputies present, waiting for me to refuse. They didn’t want someone like me in their town.


I was expertly frisked. Not an easy job when the perp’s in handcuffs, but I wasn’t carrying anything other than a money clip and it didn’t take long. The rest of my gear was in my backpack, which had been searched before we left Gosforth. My money was counted in front of me. Three hundred and twelve dollars.


The sergeant said, ‘I’m going to touch your hair. You’re not going to do anything stupid are you?’


I said I wasn’t. Checking a prisoner’s hair for concealed weapons is standard practice. Needles and small knives can be hidden in hair. I’d even heard of a gun being hidden in a ponytail. But he didn’t seem interested in what was in my hair, only in what was underneath it. He reached up and lifted the hair covering my forehead, saw my scar and grunted. Although the form on the counter was facing away from me, I watched him write ‘Ben Koenig’ in the ‘Name of Detainee’ section.


The scar hadn’t been in the photograph they’d shown on TV. The injury had occurred after it had been taken. But they knew to look for it. To some people, my scar was better than an ID card.


‘Welcome to Wayne County Sheriff’s Office, Mr Koenig,’ the officer said. ‘We’ll take good care of you.’ He put the money into a cardboard evidence box, signed the seal and placed it in the station safe.


They’d got their man. And no one had been hurt.


Good result for them, bad one for me.









Chapter 6


My cell was the cleanest I’d ever seen. It didn’t smell like a toilet. The toilet didn’t even smell like a toilet. The walls were graffiti-free. Bodily fluids hadn’t been used for finger painting.


There was also a book. A dog-eared Stanley Kubrick biography. Kubrick had directed some of my favourite movies. Back in my old life I’d owned a signed first edition of The Shining by Stephen King. Cost me almost ten thousand bucks, but fair exchange is no robbery.


I wondered if there was a fellow Kubrick fan in the building. In more pleasant times it would have been nice to talk. Maybe discuss his films over a couple of beers. And then I wondered if the Kubrick book being in the cell was a coincidence. I didn’t like coincidences. They were a lazy man’s explanation. They were the pea under my mattress. They bothered me.


Who had the influence to falsify the Most Wanted list? I’d been out of the game for six years and no longer knew who had access to it. The Lyons cops didn’t realise it, but someone, somewhere, was pulling some serious strings.


I picked up the Kubrick book and started to read. I had just finished the chapter on Full Metal Jacket, a recap on how


R. Lee Ermey, the Marine Corps drill instructor who Kubrick had brought in as a technical advisor, had ended up playing Gunnery Sergeant Hartman in the film, when a deputy looked in on me. Probably a welfare check.


I wondered if they would keep to a schedule. I glanced at the book. I’d read eighteen pages. I read roughly seventy pages an hour. Eighteen is just over 25 per cent of seventy. Twenty-five per cent of an hour is fifteen minutes. I went back to my book. When I’d read another seventeen pages, the hatch opened and the same face peered through. I waved but got no response. I read a chapter on A Clockwork Orange and, sure enough, right on time, the hatch opened. I now had a way of measuring time.


After a couple of hours, a menu was passed through the door. There was no pen or pencil. I figured I was to shout my order through the door. I scanned the menu and found a cheeseburger. I also found fries, a chocolate milkshake and some tea. Pretty much the meal I’d left on the table in Gosforth. I walked to the door and spoke through the grille.


Never turn down calories.


A shuffling sound from the other side told me my order had been heard. I suspect they were relieved I was eating. Clearly I was a VIP.


Two welfare checks later and the cell door hatch opened. A face stared through the thick security glass. The glass opened, downward and out on an oiled hinge. A plastic tray was placed on the ledge on my side of the door. Before I could move off the bed, the hatch shut.


I walked over and stared at what was on my tray. I’ve been in jails all over the country, and the only consistent thing is the food. Greasy, cold and salty. It’s barely edible. But this burger was the real deal. Ten ounces of prime beef, real cheese, fried onions and a relish with just the right amount of chilli heat. Bacon so crispy it was like I was eating a salted fortune cookie. The fries were hot, and the milkshake was cold and made with real ice cream. The tea was dark brown, not milky.


I picked up the menu again. It only listed things I liked. A New York strip. Pecos River chilli. But the kicker was the milkshake. There was only one flavour: chocolate. My flavour.


This wasn’t just a menu. And it wasn’t just a Kubrick book. It was a message. It said, ‘We know you.’


But who was the messenger?


I’d just finished my meal when the cell door opened. A woman stepped in.


She wore jeans, leather boots with a small heel and a plaid shirt. Her hair was fashionable but in a no-nonsense kind of way. The type of hair that’s easy to fix in the morning. She was probably in her fifties. Her smile was deep, friendly and reached her eyes. I figured she was the sheriff and that she’d probably been at the station for the entirety of my incarceration. She didn’t look stupid. She knew this was unusual. Probably wished I wasn’t in her cells, but, now that I was, she’d make sure things were done properly.


‘Good evening, Mr Koenig.’


I said nothing.


‘I’m Sheriff Long,’ she continued, ‘and you are Ben Koenig.’ She stared at me for a moment longer than was comfortable, like she was deciding what to do next. She sat on the bed with me. I budged along to give her some space. ‘Do you want to know how I know?’









Chapter 7


Sheriff Long said, ‘As soon as we confirmed it was you in Gosforth, we printed off your apprehension instructions from the US Marshals site.’ She reached into her back pocket and pulled out a folded sheet of paper. ‘Do you want me to read them to you?’


My refusal to speak was starting to annoy even me. ‘Please,’ I said.


‘They’re in bullet points, so I’ll just read them out as they are here. First: “This man should be considered extremely dangerous but only” – and “only” is underlined and in bold – “if he feels his life is threatened.”’ She looked at me over the top of the page. ‘Is that correct? Are you a dangerous man, Mr Koenig?’


I went back to not saying anything.


‘Secondly, and this is a doozy. “You are not to arrest this man. He is to be detained only.”’


I stood. ‘I can go then?’


‘Sit down, Mr Koenig.’


I sat.


Sheriff Long returned to her sheet. ‘Third bullet point: “Ben Koenig might have valid credentials indicating he is someone else. Regardless of what this ID states, Ben Koenig has a one-inch scar above his right eye the colour of a fishbone.”’


She stared at me. Eventually I lifted up my too-long hair and showed her. She nodded and continued: ‘Number four: when you’ve detained Ben Koenig you are to call a federal number I’m not allowed to read out, and ask to speak to someone whose name I’m to keep to myself,’ she said. ‘I’m wondering why all the cloak-and-dagger stuff, but let me guess: you’re saying nothing?’


‘I’ve no idea,’ I said. It was true.


‘I haven’t called that number yet, Mr Koenig, and I’m not sure I want to. Someone is using my department to circumnavigate due process, and I don’t want truck with it.’


If she was expecting me to agree, I did. Nonetheless, I said nothing.


‘The last request is the strangest, and in all my time in law enforcement I’ve never seen anything like it. Not when I was with the FBI, not in my twenty-three years with the sheriff’s department. When we detain you, we are to keep you secure, then give you something to read from a list of books and magazines they provided. Luckily there’s a Stanley Kubrick fan in the building. Otherwise we’d have been ruining the bookshop owner’s evening.’


‘And the food? I assume that was part of the last request as well?’


She nodded. ‘It was. Everything had to be from a PDF menu we had to download.’


Which was really very clever of them.


‘And what about the bullet point you’ve not mentioned?’ I asked. ‘Probably number two on your list.’ The fact she didn’t check her paper told me I was right. ‘The one that says on no account am I to be questioned.’


She paused. ‘It’s number three,’ she said eventually. ‘In between not arresting you and the scar.’ She held out her arms. The universal sign of openness.


‘So why are you speaking to me?’ I asked.


Her face flushed and her lips thinned. ‘Because, Mr Koenig, I don’t care what you’ve done. I’m not handing you over to anyone until I know why,’ she said. ‘And before you thank me, I have the department’s reputation to uphold. Not everyone takes the Constitution seriously these days, but we do here. I’m not breaching it just because someone tells me I should.’


I felt her anger, and there was no longer any reason to keep quiet.


As if she’d felt me wavering, she said, ‘Talk to me.’









Chapter 8


There are unwritten rules to disappearing. Not using credit cards, bank accounts, cell phones or anything else registered to your name are obvious ones. Others, like not using old email or social media accounts, are also common sense. Anything with a paper or electronic trail has to go.


If you need to leave without a big bang, then certain things should be done incrementally. If you’re a frequent user of social media, become an infrequent user. Eventually, when you stop using it altogether, it won’t seem like such a big deal. If you have a favourite restaurant or bar, then stop going every week. When you do leave your life, it’ll be a while before anyone thinks to ask after you.


Moving quickly around the country can be difficult. Unless you have an ID that’ll stand up to airport security, flying is out. For the same reason, hiring a car is dangerous. Trains are OK. Buses are better. Walking is best.


All commonsense precautions. Nothing a moderately intelligent person wouldn’t think of.


But there are less obvious rules, and obeying them is the difference between long-term success and failure. To truly disappear, there are things that must be done. One of them is getting rid of as many of your photographs as possible. Hard copies and digital. Humans are surprisingly bad at remembering faces. Without visual reminders, people soon forget what you look like.


Destroying my photos was why the one on the news that evening was so old. It was the newest they had, though. The only other remaining photo of me was the one on my Massachusetts driving licence, and that had been taken when I was sixteen years old. I was into punk rock then and had the spiky haircut to prove it. The photo they’d shown on TV only existed because I hadn’t had admin rights on the mainframe where it was stored. If I had, I’d have replaced it with a picture of someone else.


‘Talk to me,’ Sheriff Long had said. When I didn’t, she proved she wasn’t an idiot by saying, ‘Mr Koenig, judging by our instructions, I don’t think you’re a fugitive – or if you are, you’re not a run-of-the-mill one. I did think terrorism, but then it would’ve been Homeland Security, not the Marshals, we’d be dealing with. But someone sure wants you for something.’


‘I’m not a terrorist.’


‘Are you in WITSEC?’


‘I’m not in witness protection either.’


‘Have you committed a crime?’


‘I almost resisted arrest earlier.’


She nodded, like she already knew this. ‘We found some federally issued handcuffs in your backpack. The serial number says they’re from a batch issued to the US Marshals. You want to explain why you have them?’


I didn’t. I had my reasons for keeping those handcuffs, and the more people who knew what that reason was, the less useful they became.


Sheriff Long shrugged and carried on. ‘I don’t believe you stole them, Mr Koenig. Given the unusual situation we’re both in, I think that they were probably issued to you at some point. I think you’re on the run and you have the handcuffs as a reminder of who you once were.’ She looked at me in expectation. ‘How am I doing?’


Time to give a little.


‘Sheriff Long,’ I said, ‘my name is Ben Koenig, and I have no earthly idea why you’ve been asked to detain me. And you’re right, up until six years ago I was a marshal. I was with the Special Operations Group. We were the ones who hunted the bad guys. The really bad guys.’ I paused. ‘And as I never actually resigned, it’s entirely possible I still am with the SOG.’


I gave her a potted summary of what I’d been doing up until I’d had to disappear. Not everything. I left out two key events: Gecko Creek and, three years before then, what happened after I’d gotten my scar. Only a handful of people knew about that.


It was a matter of national security.









Chapter 9


‘Before we made the arrest – sorry, detention – I called a friend in the FBI,’ Sheriff Long said. ‘Asked him if he could find any record of you. He unlocked the archived file of one Benjamin Koenig, ex-United States marshal, for me.’


‘You shouldn’t have done that,’ I replied. I might as well have not spoken.


‘My friend told me that your record was one of the strangest he’d ever seen.’ After she’d let that linger, she continued. ‘He says that your entire career was carefully documented as per the US Marshals’ human resources policies. The date you joined, the Special Operations Group training you’d completed, the operations you’d been involved with. Even when you took leave or had sick days.’ She paused. ‘Until you were shot in the—’


‘Technically I wasn’t shot,’ I cut in. ‘A bullet fragment got under my hel—’


‘—head, that is,’ she continued, ignoring my interruption. ‘Then he says your record changed dramatically.’


I didn’t respond.


‘It changes dramatically because it’s virtually nonexistentent. It’s a black hole. In the three-year period between you being shot and you disappearing, there are huge gaps in your service record. They simply say “other duties”. No explanation what those duties were. He totalled up the time you were on these “other duties” and he said it was almost two years. Two years out of three where your actions and whereabouts were unaccounted for. My friend says that type of thing is normally seen on the military records of special forces soldiers. “Other duties” simply means active service overseas. Usually some place we’re not supposed to be.’


She waited for me to respond. I didn’t.


‘I imagine this is all classified?’ she said.


‘Highly,’ I confirmed.


‘But nothing illegal?’


‘No.’


‘So what my unit’s actually been asked to do is detain someone who has broken no laws.’


‘I’ll be on my way then,’ I deadpanned.


But instead of telling me to sit tight, she surprised me. ‘Mr Koenig, I’m satisfied you’ve broken no laws in my county and that you have no outstanding warrants. I am equally sure that if I were to detain you any further, I would be following an illegal order. As sheriff, I have a responsibility to the Constitution as well as my colleagues in federal law enforcement. I am going to release you, and on behalf of Wayne County I profusely apologise.’


There was an attraction to leaving straightaway. Hike through the nearby mountains until I hit a road a long way from here. Pick up a ride, then decide what to do next. It was tempting. But I hadn’t survived six years by taking the easy option. I needed to meet whatever was coming head-on, because despite what Sheriff Long had said about not calling it in – they were coming.


‘I’m going to respectfully decline, Sheriff Long,’ I said. ‘Someone’s gone to a great deal of trouble to find me. It would be rude not to see what they want.’


‘But they’ve treated you—’


I held up a hand. ‘Yes, they’ve been underhanded, and yes, they’ve probably broken umpteen laws, but there’s self-preservation in this. Your guys knew what they were doing. The next bunch – because if I don’t sort this out, there will be a next bunch – might not be so capable.’


‘I could make you leave,’ she said. ‘You could,’ I replied. ‘But you won’t.’


‘And why’s that?’


‘Because you’re just as curious as I am about who’s coming.’


‘OK. If you’re sure, I’ll make the call.’


I smiled. She was a conscientious sheriff. But she didn’t know the tricks of the trade when it came to tracking down fugitives.


‘Don’t bother,’ I said. ‘They’re already on their way.’









Chapter 10


‘How can they already be on their way?’ Sheriff Long said. ‘I assure you, no one from this office has called that number.’


‘You had to download the menu? Couldn’t read it until you did?’


‘They were the instructions,’ she replied.


‘It was a SOG trap. Soon as it was opened, the team got a notification telling them when, where and who. They’ll have done a confirmation check in case it was nothing more than a bored cop passing time—’


‘Nobody’s checked with us, Mr Koenig.’


‘Not with you, no. This is done on the QT. Standard procedure.’


‘SOG don’t trust the police?’


‘They track down mob bosses, Sheriff Long. They don’t trust anyone.’


‘So, how?’


‘I suspect it was the chocolate milkshake. The burger could just as easily have come from a bar. It could even have been made at home by someone, then brought in. Milkshakes, not so much. A chocolate milkshake would have to be sourced and, in this town, that means the diner. Someone will have called and asked whether an order containing a milkshake had been delivered to this building. Probably pretended they were coming off shift and needed to confirm the tab had been paid or something. Nothing that would draw attention.’


‘You used to do that?’ She sounded doubtful.


I nodded. ‘Trust me. They’re coming.’


The first indication it wasn’t the usual crew was the helicopter. Contrary to popular belief, the US Marshals Service does not have a fleet ready to rush agents anywhere at a moment’s notice. They have a budget. When we had to travel, we got on a plane, and like every other public servant, we flew economy.


But a chopper had just landed. I don’t have an ego, but when I hear hooves, I think horses, not zebras. If it was a marshal who’d just landed, they were assistant director level or above.


The second indication was the distinctive footsteps I heard approaching.


Left, right, click.


Left, right, click.


A man with a cane.


I knew of only one person with the authority to requisition a helicopter who also used a cane. The cell door opened, and the man I expected walked through: the United States Marshals Service director himself, my friend Mitchell Burridge.


Mitch was a straight shooter. He’d pushed us hard but played by the rules. Made sure we did the same.


But he’d made a desperate play and fixed the Most Wanted list to find me. It meant something was up.


Something bad.









Chapter 11


Mitch was the first Black man to head up the Marshals. He’d come over from the Secret Service twenty years earlier and had a well-deserved reputation for being both uncompromising and ferociously loyal. The guy in the chair before him had wanted to do the headline stuff, the photo op that would make page two of the Washington Post. He wanted his demonstration. Wanted to play the hostage role in the Shoot-House. Watch the guys breach the room, double-tap the bad guys. All action and testosterone. Pretty much what 99 per cent of being in the Special Operations Group was not about.


Yes, the SOG had a forty-acre tactical training area, specialist ranges, rappel towers, helicopter landing pads and an urban assault centre; even had a warehouse with movable walls so we could vary its internal configuration to suit our needs. And yes, our facilities were better than those of most elite military units. We sent out SOG deputies to Marine Recon to train as snipers. But at the end of the day we were cops, not soldiers. And it was because we were cops the unit was needed. SEALs and Delta could do what we did – although we did it more often, so we were better at it, not that they’d ever admit it – but our Constitution doesn’t allow soldiers to arrest civilians. Not without martial law being declared. And with the way criminals and terrorists and militias are arming themselves, the SOG is needed. I’ve never been in doubt about that. Sometimes overwhelming force is the safest option for everyone.


But Mitch had been different. Sure, he wanted to see what we were capable of, but not because he needed his ego stroked. He wanted to understand what we could and couldn’t do. What our limitations were. I respected him from the moment we met. I trusted him and he trusted me. Came to love him like a father later. We all did. When you know the man at the top has your back, it makes the job a whole lot easier. It also mattered that Mitch had walked the walk. He wasn’t an armchair pundit, commentating on a game he’d never played. He didn’t talk about the bullet lodged in his hip, the one he’d taken protecting the Secretary of State’s son during a botched kidnap attempt, but we all knew it was still there. Burrowed in his bone like a wood weevil. It’s one thing to say your job is to be a human shield, another to actually do it.


After I’d taken part of a bullet to the head, it had been Mitch who’d overruled the doctors. Allowed me to come back to work. Called in every favour he could so I didn’t have to ride a desk.


What was so important he’d had to put me on the Fifteen Most Wanted list just to find me? He’d broken the law, almost certainly for the first time in his life.


He was my friend and I wanted to know why.


Mitch limped into the cell, put his cane against the wall and sat down on the chair. He turned to Sheriff Long and the deputy who had walked him in. ‘Could I have a word in private with Ben, please?’


Sheriff Long left without looking back. I never saw her again.


‘What’s up, Mitch?’ I said. ‘Do I owe the coffee fund some money?’


I was a little embarrassed. I hadn’t told him that I was leaving. One day I was there, the next I wasn’t. Considering what he’d done for me, he’d deserved more. An email, a phone call, even a postcard. He was an intelligent man. He’d have known who had been behind my disappearance. He’d have looked for me. Probably had markers everywhere. And each time a corpse washed up on the beach or someone with concrete boots was recovered from a lake, he’d have sent over my prints, just in case.


I should have let him know I was alive. It would have been the right thing to do. But I hadn’t. I hadn’t let anyone know.


Mitch didn’t respond, just stared at me. He was good at this. He’d perfected the technique over the years. He had a knack for making people feel uncomfortable. When he finally broke the silence, you would feel a rush of gratitude. I knew what he was doing but I still wasn’t immune to it.


‘Mitch, come on, tell me.’


‘Why didn’t you come to me, Ben?’ he said eventually.









Chapter 12


Six Years Earlier, Gecko Creek, Colorado


It was a raid just like any other. We weren’t complacent, though. The Special Operations Group didn’t get complacent. The people we hunted didn’t reward complacency.


We’d watched the house for two days. One of our surveillance experts had placed a bug on one of the windows. Disguised as bird shit, it was a trick of the trade. Eyes on the outside and ears on the inside was good intel. We’d certainly worked with less.


The raid was intentionally low-profile. The gang inside had evaded arrest for so long because they were careful. Outside of the FBI, and now the SOG, no one else in law enforcement knew they existed.


The information we’d been given was strictly need-to-know.


Terrorism would be the usual reason for such a level of secrecy, but these men were no terrorists. Not unless it was terrorism against humanity. Do this job long enough and you think you’re immune to the things people will do to each other. This gang was the exception that proves the rule.


I’d heard of gangs who snatched children for the sex trade. For human slavery. Even to fulfil orders made by paedophiles. And everyone knows about pitting animals against each other for money. Dog- and cock-fighting. Badger- and bear-baiting. You name an animal, and someone, somewhere, is trying to make it fight another animal.


But I’d never heard of anyone pitting children against dogs. To the death. It took a special kind of sickness to come up with an idea like that. They called themselves a ‘special events company’. These fights weren’t open to the public. They weren’t open to the criminal and underground betting fraternity. Your average criminal – even those working in the dog-fighting industry – was going to balk at children being ripped apart by a pit bull.


No, this was a bespoke service provided for a very specific clientele. The fights – if you could really call a child of five going up against a starved dog a fight – were only viewable on the internet and were pay-per-view, live-streamed events. Not the thirty bucks we might pay to watch an evening of boxing. More like three hundred grand. For something that lasted less than a minute, I’d imagine.


The FBI had stumbled upon the activity of some its citizens when they were prosecuting yet another Ponzi scheme. The megalomaniac running it, terrified of jail time, threw the FBI a juicier bone. He’d heard of the gang and knew someone who might be able to give them more. A six-month investigation led the FBI to that black hole of depravity: the unregulated dark web. Suicide sites, child pornography, guns, drugs, contract killers and now, it seemed, pay-per-view child-snuff events.


Posing as a potential customer, the lead officer had been shown a sample film, a snarling dog in a makeshift pit and a terrified child about to be dropped in. Mercifully for the FBI agent, the film stopped at that point. The gang didn’t want to show anything that couldn’t be explained away as a prank. Or, more importantly, anything that would sate the depraved urges of the potential buyer. The key code to the next live event would follow confirmation of payment. As it was live-streamed, there was nothing incriminating on any computer. If anyone was caught, the best the tech-heads would be able to do was prove that something had been watched and that it had cost them a lot of money. There’d be no way to prove what had been watched, what had been paid for. For a successful prosecution, the gang would have to be caught in the act.


The investigation eventually presented information to a special grand jury, indictments were handed down, and federal arrest warrants issued. After three months of fruitless searching, the request for SOG involvement arrived on my desk.


Unsurprisingly, the gang didn’t stay in the same place for long. One event and they moved on. This was the first time we’d been in the same city at the same time. Normally, we were at least one event behind.


A man called David Placke was in charge. He travelled everywhere with a brutal bit of muscle called Knox. The FBI assumed those weren’t their real names. We’d identified three more voices inside the building. At least five men. Two had arrived yesterday. All intelligence pointed to an event that week. Construction work had been heard. Best guess was that a fighting pit was being built. Common sense suggested they wouldn’t want it up for long – why risk the exposure? As soon as it was ready, the event would happen. They’d dismantle it, dispose of anything left of the child and move on to another city. Maybe even another country.


But where was the child? When were they expecting the ‘package’, as they called it? With everything set up inside, the FBI believed they had enough for convictions on every indictment. They didn’t need to catch them in the act. But if there was a child out there, I wanted to know he or she was safe before we went in. I didn’t want them being used as a bargaining chip.


We’d been listening for forty-eight hours and all we’d heard was the five adult males. And the dog. A poor thing living its last few hours in abject misery. Regularly tormented and starved of food. Occasionally it howled.


The marshal on the ears we’d planted was a woman called Jen Draper. She’d been with the unit for nearly three years, arrived not long after I’d been shot.


I didn’t like Jen. Never had. There was just something about her, something not quite right. Like watching a nature documentary narrated by someone other than David Attenborough. That was OK, though, as she didn’t like me right back. I thought she was bad-tempered and aloof, and she thought I was conceited and arrogant. In all the time I’d known her, I’d never seen her smile. Not even once. She never attended the team socials and for the most part she kept herself to herself. Do that in a tight-knit crew like the SOG and you get a rep as a poor team player. She seemed to look down on us. I’d tried to get her transferred out on a number of occasions, but Mitch wouldn’t hear of it. Said it wasn’t something he was prepared to negotiate.


Still, no one could dispute her skills. She was intelligent, deadly with a weapon and fitter than any man I’d ever met. She was also one of the bravest marshals I’d ever met. Fearless.


I still thought she was an asshole, though.


Without warning, Jen waved her hand to get everyone’s attention, before signalling for silence. She shut her eyes and concentrated on the sounds in her headphones.


Everyone froze.


Her eyes snapped open. She looked at me and said, ‘The child’s already here.’


I shook my head. It was impossible. We’d have heard something. No child stayed quiet for two solid days.


Jen said, ‘I’ve just heard them say they’re ready. Someone called Carl was told to wake up the package. I think they’ve been keeping her doped up. Someone’s just mentioned a shot of adrenaline.’


My lips flattened. ‘Shit!’


The team were at the staging area, practising on a mocked-up version of the floor plan. Portable wooden frames and burlap sacks for walls. Not ideal, but at least it gave an idea of the building’s layout. A sense of perspective. I raced over and yelled for their attention.


They gathered around me.


‘We’re going in now,’ I said.


Like most elite units, we lifted our breach techniques straight from the British SAS, still the most highly trained special forces in the world. Mitch had sent me to train with them for three months. Their mantra was ‘Speed, Aggression, Surprise’. You go in fast, you make a lot of noise and you don’t tell them you’re coming.


As far as I was concerned, the gang had waived their Fourth Amendment protections against unreasonable searches the moment their horrific scheme was hatched. We’d successfully applied for a no-knock warrant, and Mitch had authorised the use of stun grenades.


There were two doors, and I had a four-marshal team on each. One marshal would blow off the door hinges – never the lock – with breaching shells. The 40-gram projectiles, made of powdered steel and bound with wax, would destroy the hinges, then disperse without endangering anyone. As soon as the door was open, the remaining three marshals would breach the house. The shotgunner would ditch his weapon, unsling his Heckler & Koch MP5K, and follow them in to complete the four-person assault team.


Two more marshals covered each window. When the first breaching round was fired, they’d smash the glass and throw in stun grenades. Add to the cacophony of noise and terror we wanted. It was a one-storey dwelling, so we didn’t need the breach ladders.


I completed a quick radio check, made sure everyone was in position, then joined the team breaching the front door. We crouched together tightly. I was at the back, the front of my right knee pressing into the back of the knee of the man in front of me. Jen was in the number one position. She always was. Being this close together was tactical. It meant we occupied the smallest space possible. More importantly, it removed all doubt. When that door opened, the laws of kinetic energy meant that when I moved forward, everybody moved forward. No one could hesitate. They were going in that room whether they liked it or not.


I sensed the tension in the marshal in front of me. He was called Al and he was a good man. He wouldn’t let me down. Nerves were normal in situations like this.


I was completely calm. And that was normal for me.


I asked for a final click-check over the comms system and received the right number back.


We were ready.


One of the golden rules of breaching a building is that the longer you are outside, the more chance there is of being discovered. I pulled on my respirator and helmet, and whispered into the built-in mic, ‘Doors. Move now.’


The men with the shotguns in each team had three seconds to move into position. I watched the marshal on my door as he raised his Mossberg 590 combat shotgun. He pressed the muzzle tightly against the door where the top hinge would be. The marshal on the rear door would be doing exactly the same.


‘On my three. One, two, three, go.’


BOOM!


BOOM!


BOOM!


Six more rounds followed. Nine in total. Three at the top hinge, three at the middle, three at the bottom. No door withstands that.


I felt the noise and shock of the breaching rounds through my gas mask’s built-in earpieces. Shouts and screams mingled with the smash of glass. The windows had been breached as well.


The shotgunner kicked in the door, then stepped back to let Jen throw in a stun grenade. I shut my eyes and covered my face with my arm. The M84 stun grenade emits a flash brighter than twenty million candles; shutting your eyes isn’t enough. I still saw the blinding light when it went off. It was disorientating, but that was nothing compared to the bang: 180 decibels. The noise-dampening ear defenders we all wore could only do so much. It seemed to be coming from inside my head.


But it was bearable. I was still standing and thinking.


I waited for more of the window grenades to go off.


Six stun grenades in all. Overkill? Probably. I didn’t care.


In the enclosed space of the building, the stun grenades would be debilitating. Everyone inside would have flash blindness, confusion and loss of balance due to inner ear disturbance. They would be staggering around like 1 a.m. drunks.


For at least five seconds. Fifteen if we were lucky.


‘GO! GO! GO!’ I yelled into the mic.


With Jen leading, we piled into the house. The doorway – known as the ‘fatal funnel’ as it focused attention at the point we were most vulnerable – was cleared immediately. As soon as we were in the first room, like the well-oiled machine we were, we took up positions that allowed our overlapping arcs of fire to dominate the room.
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