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A LETTER FROM THE AUTHOR
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I want to personally introduce you to the novel you’re about to read, as I am more excited about it than anything I’ve ever written. I’ve been researching and working on it for an almost unbelievable twenty-nine years!


Like my Roy Grace novels, the book is fast-paced and twisty, an international thriller that moves between the UK, America, Egypt and Greece. The central character, Ross Hunter, is an investigative journalist – a role very similar to that of a detective – and an early part of the book mirrors something very closely that happened to me in 1989, when I had a phone call one afternoon, out of the blue, from an elderly sounding gentleman.


He assured me he was not a crank; he had been a decorated pilot during the War and was a retired academic. He had been given absolute proof of God’s existence and had been told by a representative of God that the author Peter James was the person to help him get taken seriously.


The notion of what it would take to conclusively prove the existence of God intrigued me and I went to see a modern-thinking Bishop friend. He told me that for most religious people of all denominations, proof is the enemy of faith and if someone credible claimed to have proof of God they would most likely be assassinated – because whose God would it be? There would be divisions within Anglican, Catholic, Judaic, Islamic and all other belief systems, and nations like China would not like a higher power usurping them.


That was my lightbulb moment! I knew then and there I had the potential with this story for a terrific thriller, one that people could enjoy purely as a white-knuckle ride, but also in which there would be opportunities to explore the biggest question for all mankind . . . 


Absolute Proof has been published in hardback, paperback and ebook formats, and as an additional thrill for me the audiobook is read by the wonderful Hugh Bonneville.


[image: image]
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January 2005


The downtown LA bar was a dump, and that suited Mike Delaney’s mood right now. There was one free stool, between a middle-aged couple playing tonsil-hockey on the right and a surly looking drunk in a lumberjack shirt, jeans and work boots, hunched over a tumbler of bourbon on the left.


Delaney perched on the cracked leather cushion, caught the bartender’s eye and ordered a beer. On the wall above was a fuzzy television screen showing a football game, with the sound up loud and no one watching. The drunk peered at him with eyes like bloodshot molluscs.


‘Know you, don’t I?’ he slurred. ‘You’re the guy from that show, right? Some while back? That’s you, right?’


The bartender placed a beer in front of Delaney. ‘Paying cash or opening a tab?’


‘A tab please.’


‘Got a credit card?’


It was that kind of a place.


He eased the AmEx from his fraying wallet and laid it on the bar. The bartender palmed it.


‘Mickey Magic, right?’ the drunk said. ‘That was you, on television.’


‘You remember the show?’


‘Yeah. Yeah, I do. It sucked.’


‘Thanks, pal.’


‘No, I mean it. How many years back was it? Ten?’


‘About that.’


‘Yeah.’ The man downed the remnants of his drink. ‘You were crap. No surprise it got dropped, eh?’


Delaney took a long pull of his beer and ignored him. It wasn’t just his show that had been dropped; his agent, an hour ago, had now dropped him, too.


‘Know what, kiddo?’ Al Siegel had said over the phone from his swanky office on Wilshire. ‘You gotta realize you’re a dinosaur. I was struggling to get you anything before you went and freaked out. Your career’s over. Face it, you’re pushing sixty. Go retire, move to Palm Springs, take up golf or something, you know? I got another call coming in I have to take. Listen, I’m sorry, kiddo, but that’s how it is – are we done?’


That’s how it is. Boy, did Mike Delaney know that. You were over the hill at forty here in Tinsel Town. When he went to his old haunt, The Magic Castle, hardly any of the magicians there were over thirty. He’d screwed up the last engagement his agent had gotten him, doing close magic at a big movie star’s party in Bel Air. Messed up a trick and then lost the plot and threatened to deck the arrogant guy at the table who’d laughed at him.


‘Know what I’m saying?’ the drunk persisted. ‘You gotta admit, you were shit.’ He peered at him again. ‘And you know what, you look like shit.’


He felt like shit.


The drunk snapped a finger at the bartender. ‘Another Jim Beam, double, on the rocks.’ He turned back. ‘Beer, huh? That’s a wuss drink.’


‘That so?’


The bartender laid down the tumbler, filled to the brim with whiskey and ice cubes, in front of the drunk.


The man raised his glass. ‘You should be drinking proper liquor like this, Mr No-Damn-Good Magician. Cheers.’


He tipped in a mouthful, then, almost instantly, spat it out. ‘Jesus!’ he yelled at the bartender. ‘What the hell have you given me? I ordered Jim Beam. This isn’t whiskey, it’s goddam beer!’


The bartender, a tall, sad-looking man in his seventies who had been there forever, shook his head. ‘I’m sorry, mister, you’re mistaken. Maybe you’ve had enough?’


‘This is goddam beer, I’m telling you! You trying to poison me or something?’


The bartender produced the half-full whiskey bottle and showed it to him. ‘I poured it from this.’


‘Yeah? Well pour another.’


Irked, the bartender produced a fresh glass tumbler and poured from the Jim Beam bottle. To his astonishment, a beer froth rose in the tumbler all the way to the rim and above, then spilled down the sides.


Mike Delaney smiled to himself and said nothing.
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April 2005


Ross Hunter’s Friday morning started with the hangover he had promised himself he would not have. Just like he had promised the same thing last week, and the week before. And the one before that. It had been the same every Friday morning since he had joined the Argus, as a junior news reporter, eighteen months ago.


But he had no inkling of quite how different today was going to be.


Coming up to his twenty-third birthday, Ross was tall and fit, with close-cropped dark hair and a good-looking but serious face, as if he was forever analysing everything, which most of the time he was. Except now.


Feeling like he had an axe stuck in his skull, he could barely think straight. He climbed blearily out of bed, yawned and headed into the bathroom in search of paracetamol, cursing that he had done this to himself yet again. Every Thursday evening he agreed to have just one quick drink with his colleagues, to be sociable. Every Thursday night he ended up staggering home, late, from the Coach House pub in central Brighton.


Part of the reason was one particular young crime reporter on the paper, Imogen Carter. He fancied her like crazy but she seemed a lot more interested in one of the subs. And she was able to hold her drink better than all the rest of them. But he did feel that, little by little, she was starting to take more notice of him and flirt just a bit more each time.


Thanks for another great hangover, Imo, and for letting me watch you wobble off towards the taxi rank arm-in-arm with sodding Kevin Fletcher.


Recently graduated from the School of Journalism at Goldsmiths and highly ambitious, Ross looked forward every morning to getting to work in the newsroom, where as a junior reporter he could be sent to cover just about anything. A traffic accident, a cot death, a fire, a court hearing, a charity presentation or something as dull to write about as a school open day. All grist for the mill, learning his trade, cutting his teeth on this good, respected local paper.


Hopefully a workout in the gym, then a long, uphill cycle ride to work would clear his head. He listened to the local Radio Sussex news on the clock radio as he wriggled into his tracksuit and pulled the laces tight on his trainers, hoping for a big breaking story, the kind of story where one day in the future he might make his name and fulfil his dream of a national paper front-page splash and byline.


Gulping down the capsules with some water, he went into the kitchenette of his draughty second-floor flat off Portland Road, the faint smells of last night’s cooking from the Indian takeaway two floors below not helping the nausea that accompanied his splitting headache. A couple of mouthfuls of banana at the breakfast table made him feel a little better; washing them down with some apple juice, he stared at the Post-it note stuck to the surface with the reminder he had written: Dad’s birthday card. He’d pick one up somewhere, later.


He went downstairs, walked past his padlocked bike in the hall and let himself out into the darkness and falling drizzle.


After a brisk, ten-minute jog he arrived at the gym shortly after 7 a.m. Several people were already there, working out in the mirrored room with its faint smells of sweat and polish. Most were alone on the treadmills, cross trainers and spinners or doing weights and crunches, and a few were having personal trainer sessions. The pounding beat of Queen was too loud for Ross’s head as he stepped onto a cross trainer to do a twenty-minute workout programme and cranked its display into life.


As he built up his pace, watching his heart rate rising – 110 . . . 120 . . . 130 – he was startled to suddenly hear his brother, Ricky, scream out his name. So loud, so close, it felt like he was standing right beside him.


Except that wasn’t possible. Ricky lived in Manchester, 260 miles away, where he worked as a trainee hotel manager. They rarely spoke on the phone but Ricky had emailed him only yesterday afternoon to discuss what present to buy for their dad’s sixtieth birthday next week.


An instant later it felt like electricity was shooting from the swinging handles of the cross trainer into his arms. He was unable to move. His feet stopped in the treads. His brain began to spin, like it was hurtling down a fairground helter-skelter. In a flash of panic he wondered if he was passing out from lack of sugar.


Or was he having a heart attack?


The room swayed, a sea of grey machines that were now blurs.


He was being sucked into a long, dark tunnel. His whole body was spinning wildly now and he clung desperately to the handles of the machine. Ahead, in the distance, he saw a light, growing brighter and more intense by the second. Images flashed past. An embryo. A baby. His mother’s face. His father’s face. A ball being thrown. A whiteboard with a teacher holding a marker pen and shouting at him. His life, he realized. He was seeing his life flash by.


I’m dying.


Seconds later, the bright light at the end of the tunnel enveloped him. It was warm, dazzling, and he was floating on a lilo on a flat ocean. He saw his brother’s face float right above his.


‘It’s OK, Ross, yep? We’re cool?’


Ricky. Whom he had loathed for as long as he could remember. He disliked the way Ricky looked, the way he spoke, the way he laughed, the way he ate. And he knew the reason why: Ricky was his identical twin. It was like looking into a mirror every time he saw him.


There was meant to be love between twins. A special, inseparable bond. But he’d felt none of that over the years.


Instead, just intense dislike.


It was mainly because his parents had always favoured Ricky, yet Ricky couldn’t ever see that.


As soon as he was old enough to leave home, he’d escaped, got as far away from Ricky as he could. A different college, in a different city. He had even, at one point, been tempted to change his name.


Now his brother was drifting away, steadily being absorbed into the white light, and turned towards him, arms outstretched, as if desperately trying to reach his hands, to grasp him. But he was moving away too fast for Ricky, like a swimmer being sucked backwards in a rip current.


Ricky called out, with almost desperation in his voice. ‘We’re cool, Ross? Yes?’


‘We’re cool,’ he replied.


The light swallowed his brother. Then momentarily dazzled him.


Faces were peering down at him. The light had changed. He smelled sweat, carpet, unwashed hair. Could hear pounding music. His heart was thudding.


Someone was kneeling over him.


‘You OK?’


Ross stared around, bewildered. With a stab of panic he wondered, had he died?


Helping hands picked him up, steered him over to a weights bench and propped him up while he sat down.


A muscular man, one of the gym’s personal trainers, stood over him, holding a plastic beaker of water. ‘Drink this.’


He shook his head, trying to clear it.


‘Maybe you overdid it on the machine?’ a voice said.


‘No – no, I . . .’ He fell silent. Confused.


‘Shall I call a doctor?’ someone else asked.


He shook his head again. ‘No, I’m fine – honestly. I’m fine. Maybe I need some sugar or something.’


‘Stay sitting here for a few more minutes, until you’re sure you’re OK.’


Someone held out a spoonful of honey and he put it in his mouth.


‘Are you diabetic?’ a voice asked – one of the staff, staring at him with concern.


‘No, no, I’m not.’


It was ten minutes before he felt able to stand without holding on to anything. A short while later, after persuading them he was OK, he left the gym and walked home in a daze, oblivious to the rain, the cold, to everything. He let himself in through the front door and climbed the stairs, feeling exhausted. It felt like climbing a mountain.


He’d said he was fine to the people at the gym, but he didn’t feel fine at all. He felt terrible. As he let himself into his flat he heard his phone ring and felt it vibrating in his pocket. He pulled it out and looked at the number on the display, which he didn’t recognize.


‘Hello?’ he answered.


He heard a tearful woman’s voice. ‘Ross? Oh God, Ross?’


It was Sindy, Ricky’s girlfriend.


‘Hi,’ he said, still very shaken. ‘Sindy? What’s – what’s up?’


She burst into tears. He listened to her sobs for several seconds before she composed herself. ‘Ricky.’


‘What?’


‘The police just came round. Ricky was out for his morning run, in the park. A tree fell on him. Half an hour ago. A tree. Crushed him. Oh God, Ross, oh God, he’s dead!’
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July 2009


After years of constant bombardment and fighting in the city streets, there were no hotels standing intact in Lashkar Gah, and those staffing them had either been killed by the Taliban or fled, long ago. Because of security difficulties and many journalists being kidnapped, some executed, it was considered a no-go area. The members of the international press corps who did venture there were housed in a tent within the white-walled compound on the city’s edge that was the coalition military base for Helmand Province.


All the journalists had been advised to blend in as much as possible. To grow beards, wear beige clothing, not to walk around alone, and specifically not to wear their press tabards if unescorted, as that would single them out as kidnap targets.


‘Twinned with hell’, Ross Hunter had texted his wife, soon after arriving here. Or rather, had attempted to text her. It had taken over a day of regularly trying for the text to finally send. Unlike the other seasoned reporters, this was his first experience in a war zone, and at this moment, constantly afraid, he very much intended it to be his last. For large parts of most days, the sun was obscured by dense smoke from artillery and burning buildings. The air was thick with the stench of decomposing bodies, drains and cordite, and the muezzins’ five daily calls to prayer were mostly drowned out by the constant clatter of helicopters.


Ross sat on the dormitory bed he had been allocated, scratching his beard, which itched constantly, trying to file his latest piece for the Sunday Times on his laptop, connected online through his satellite phone. To add to his discomfort, he was feeling something of a fraud. A year earlier he had written a piece in praise of a former boy from his old school, who, he discovered, had lost both eyes and his right hand in battle several years ago, and had managed to rebuild his life, marry, father two children and go skiing. In the piece, he talked about the unseen bravery of our troops in battle.


The article had prompted an enthusiastic response from the Army brass, inviting him to see a war zone for himself and to meet the troops. But it had also prompted a flood of emails from serving soldiers across almost all ranks, some giving their actual names, but many anonymous, telling him horror stories about how the UK government was letting down the troops and causing many unnecessary deaths through shoddy equipment or the lack of it altogether – thanks to scrimping on budgets.


The Sunday Times had arranged the necessary documentation and paid for Ross to attend a mandatory three-day Hostile Environment Training Course, in Hertfordshire. He had been flown out here on a C-130 Hercules military transport plane, via a circuitous route. His one request to the newspaper was that they did not print anything derogatory until he was safely back in the UK. He wasn’t too keen on the idea of antagonizing any of the people responsible for keeping him safe out here.


And he quickly found there was much to write about. A complete exposé on the treatment of British troops by their own government. The list included British soldiers being provided with guns that jammed, armoured cars inadequately plated to protect them from landmines and a total absence of battlefield beacons to prevent deaths from so-called friendly fire.


In his last dispatch Ross had quoted, anonymously at the man’s request, a senior military commander likening the equipment supplied to being on par with long-out-of-date mobile phones. And to add insult, there was now little sympathy, support or aftercare for the terribly wounded and often permanently disabled troops after they were brought back home. As Ross focused, he tried to blot out the background noise of the distant – and sometimes, worryingly, not so distant – pounding of shells, bursts of gunfire and sporadic bomb blasts that continued into the night.


Most of the foreign correspondents seemed to know each other like old mates, including the photographer who had been assigned to him, making him feel a distinct outsider. Some of them were playing poker with a deck of cards that had seen better days, beneath a sluggish ceiling fan that performed the trick of moving the hot, humid air around the interior without either creating a draught or changing its temperature. Ross was perspiring, feeling clammy and sticky and in need of another cold shower, although he’d had one a few hours ago. During the past two weeks he had barely slept, and he felt permanently exhausted and nauseous with fear.


But overriding all that at this moment, as he typed, was his anger. Anger at the aftermath of the rape and massacre of women and children by the Taliban he had witnessed. Anger at what he had seen in the house he had entered with troops, yesterday, where an elderly man was hanging from a makeshift noose, with the naked body of a young woman on the floor beneath him, her throat cut. They’d heard a woman crying, and found the man’s wife hiding in an upstairs cupboard. All she could say, repeatedly, was a single word. An Afghan soldier translated it for Ross.


Why?


Where was God, he wondered? Having fun watching this carnage?


It really felt, being here in Afghanistan, witnessing atrocity after atrocity every day, that God had a very sick mind. That He had created this entire world for His own warped pleasure. To see what new layers of humanity the people He had created would strip away next.


Lying on his bed in the small hours, never sure if a shell was going to land on the press tent and blow him and the rest of them to pieces, Ross had his headphones plugged in, listening to music to try to block out the sounds. Imogen, whom he had married two years ago, had made him up playlists for this trip from some of his favourites: Maroon 5, The Fray, Kaiser Chiefs and loads of his country and western favourites, David Allan Coe, Willie Nelson and Patsy Cline.


On the night before the attack, he had tried to text her, as he did every night.


I love u so much babes. Don’t wish u were here coz wouldn’t wish here on anyone. Thinking of u gets me through every day & night. Tried to read book on War Poets u gave me, but too sad. Especially the one that goes, ‘If I should die think only this of me’. Because then he did die. I dream of being back in your arms. Seen some terrible things. How can any human being do this? 


Love u XX


To his relief, and as rarely happened, the text went through on his first attempt.


The following morning was a date that would forever be imprinted in Ross’s mind. Friday, 17 July. The coalition forces scented victory, finally. The Taliban were on the retreat. Two squads were being sent to secure an area in the city that the Taliban had been pushed out from yesterday. The reporters were told at the briefing there would be a good opportunity to see and photograph more Taliban atrocities but, they were warned, there was still danger from snipers.


Ross had discussed it with the photographer, Ben Haines, a wisecracking, indefatigable veteran of several previous war zones, and they’d decided that with twenty United Nations ISAF soldiers, as well as several local soldiers and guides to protect them and the other reporters from around the globe, it was a relatively small risk to take. It was all new to him and it would be good for his career to see live action – he would learn fast.


At 7 a.m. they set off through the ruined city, the rancid stench of decaying human flesh filling the humid morning air, and helicopters, like giant cockroaches, hovering low above them. Ross and Haines wore helmets, military fatigues and body armour beneath their tabards printed boldly front and rear, PRESS. All around them were bleached-out walls pockmarked by bullets, bombed or shelled ruins and angry graffiti.


It happened without warning as they walked out of the protection of a narrow alley into the central market square. A maelstrom of fire that seemed to come from every direction at once.


An ambush.


Ross stood, for some seconds, rooted to the spot, more curious for an instant than afraid. Then a rocket took off the top half of the head of a local man right in front of him, in a spray of brains and blood. A grenade exploded a short distance away. He felt the blast and saw soldiers, journalists and photographers thrown to the ground. It was closely followed by another blast and a decapitated head rolled along the dusty ground, mouth open, eyes open in disbelief.


Ben, crouched with his camera, filming away, suddenly screamed in agony and began rolling across the ground like some demented whirling dervish.


Crazed with fear, everywhere that Ross looked he saw spurts of fire. From the rooftops of the single-storey dwellings. From the windows. Directly to his left was a tall, badly bombed-out shell of a bank, its front doors missing. He raced towards the entrance, the air around him thick with vicious cracking noises and bullets kicking up dirt and stone splinters. He entered the bank’s darkened interior, looking around in blind terror.


The gunfire continued behind him.


He stopped and looked back.


Straight into the eyes of Ben Haines, who was lying on the ground, a pool of blood flowing from his side, his camera a short distance in front of him. He was trying to move, to crawl, to reach his camera, but couldn’t.


‘Ross! Help me! Help me! Please help me! For God’s sake help me!’ he shouted in an agonized, desperate voice.


All around lay soldiers, reporters and photographers. Some were motionless, others writhing or crawling.


A massive volley of shots rang out. Several stopped moving.


‘Ross!’ Haines screamed. ‘Oh God, help me!’


Ross ran back out and towards him, zigzagging as he had been briefed if under fire, oblivious to the danger, determined to do what he could for his friend, somehow drag him to safety. But when he was just a few yards from the photographer, he heard a burst of machine-gun fire. Haines shook like a rag doll. Rips appeared in his clothes. His helmet was hit by something that made it fly off. A split second later a small piece of the top of his scalp was blown away and his head collapsed forward into the dirt.


Ross turned in shock and terror and sprinted back towards the building’s entrance. He heard more shots, more cracking sounds from bullets as a line of dirt kicked up in front of him. Something pinged off his helmet. He felt a sharp pain in his right foot, then, as he reached the entrance, his head felt like it had been struck by a hammer and he tumbled forward. The stone floor rushed up towards him. Punched him hard in the face.


Had to get up.


Had to.


Saw figures, wearing the headscarves of Taliban fighters, running towards him, clutching blazing AK47s.


Bullets cracked all around him.


He fled into the interior of the building, ducking and weaving, running for his life. Sprinting past desks, the computers all covered in dust and bits of rubble. He vaulted a cashier’s desk and ducked down on the far side. Waiting. His right foot felt as if it had a metal spike driven through it and his head was throbbing. He had lost his helmet.


He heard another short, hard burst of gunfire, outside somewhere, followed by sudden, miraculous silence.


No footsteps approaching.


He felt giddy. He looked up. The ceiling seemed to be revolving above him. His body was swaying. It felt as if all the blood was draining from his head. The floor thumped him in the face again, but he did not notice. He lay still.


Sometime later, he didn’t immediately know how long, a squeak woke him. Ross found himself staring, in near darkness, into the face of a whiskered rat the size of a rabbit.


‘Fuck off!’ he hissed at it.


The creature scurried away into the gloom.


In the far distance was a massive explosion.


Another car bomb?


His head pounding, his mouth and throat parched, desperate for a drink of water, he crawled onto his knees, listening. Remembering. The cashier’s desk he had vaulted over. Complete silence now. He tried to stand and his right foot was agony. There was congealing blood around his boot. He put a hand up to push his hair back and felt something sticky. He looked at his hand and saw it was also covered in blood.


It was all coming back and he shivered.


I’m alive.


Slowly, cautiously, he stood up, peering over the top of the desk. In the distance he could hear the call to prayer. There was faint daylight ahead beyond the doorway he had come in through.


He looked at his watch. 7.30 p.m. Jesus, it had been a few minutes past 7 a.m. when – when – 


He walked painfully towards the doorway and peered out. Bodies everywhere, some coalition soldiers, some press corps, wearing their tabards, and several Taliban fighters, all lying on the dusty ground. The person he focused on was the photographer who had been his mate during this past horrific month.


Ben Haines.


Flies were already swarming around the bodies.


He was about to step forward when he heard voices.


He froze.


Voices getting louder, approaching.


He ran back into the interior, past the empty workstations of the tellers towards the back. Pushed open a door and saw stone steps leading down. He heaved the door shut behind him and noticed steel bolts. Hurriedly, he slid them home and ran on down. One floor, then another. Down. The heat was less oppressive here. In front of him was a walk-in safe, the door, with huge rotating handles on it, slightly ajar.


It took him several seconds to heave the six-inch-thick steel door open enough to slip inside, then using the light of his phone, he looked for an interior handle, but there wasn’t one. He just pulled it shut as far as he could.


Standing still, he switched his phone to silent as a precaution, although it was showing there was no signal.


His heart was beating inside his chest, so loudly it was the only sound he could hear. Leaning up close to the tiny crack between the door and the frame, he listened for any sounds of movement above him. For anyone hammering on the door, two floors up, that he had bolted.


He could hear nothing.


Shaking uncontrollably, he looked at his phone screen. Imogen hadn’t replied to his last text. Had it not gone through?


The terrible sound of the photographer’s voice screaming for help echoed in his mind. The pitiful sight of the man writhing. Trying to crawl. The top of his scalp flying off.


Ross struggled to stop himself vomiting. From revulsion and fear.


Then he sat down on the hard, bare floor in the empty safe. His head was throbbing. Pain was searing through his right foot. And he was desperately in need of water – he hadn’t drunk anything since before they’d set off.


He eased off his boot and sock, pulled his foot up and inspected it with his phone’s torchlight. There was a jagged, bloody hole in the top, a couple of inches behind his toes, and an even messier hole at the bottom, where a bullet must have passed through. He raised his hand to his head and felt a small indentation, like a groove, above his right temple.


Shot twice?


There must be toilets somewhere in the building, and a kitchen of some kind where he could find water and perhaps a first aid kit. He would look later, when he felt it would be safe to venture out of his hiding place.


He curled up on the floor and slept.


Ten minutes later he was woken by something crawling over his face.
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July 2009


Am I going to die down here? Alone with the rats?


In his sleep he dreamed of water and food. Simple food. Boiled eggs; stewed apples; French fries; burgers with cheese, relish, tomato ketchup.


When he woke he was in darkness. His phone battery had died. All he had to give him his bearings now was his watch, with the dial that illuminated when he pressed a button on the side. He felt feverish.


He thought of his brother. Ricky. Thought about him constantly with pangs of guilt and regret. He’d bumped into an old school friend at a wedding, a short while after Ricky had died. Jim Banting. Jim told him that Ricky knew Ross didn’t like him, but he’d never understood why.


Sitting in the darkness, among the rats, with nothing to do but think, he dwelt on Ricky, feeling full of remorse for how he had treated his brother. Thinking all the time about Ben Haines’s body lying outside. Rotting in the searing heat. It could have been him. Or perhaps if he had done something different, he might have saved Ben, somehow.


Last night he had crept up the stairs, unbolted the door and heard voices above him in Arabic. He’d hurried back down in panic, forgetting to bolt the door shut again. So parched with thirst, his tongue felt like an alien object, his lips stuck, painfully, together. His head felt better now, but in the faint glow of the light from his watch he could see pus on his foot. It was going septic. If he didn’t get it treated, it would turn to septicaemia and he would die down here, alone. He needed to go and try to find some first aid stuff, quickly.


Then he felt a sharp pain on his right hand. Opened his eyes. Saw red eyes in the darkness.


A rat had bitten him.


‘Get off!’ He swiped wildly at the creature and stood up, unsteadily, giddily.


His right foot felt like it was burning.


‘Fuck you!’ he shouted at the rat.


Above him he heard a noise.


Footsteps.


He froze.


Shit. He had shouted out and given himself away.


Footsteps coming closer. Down the stairs. Step by step. Shuffle. Shuffle.


Getting closer.


Shuffle. Shuffle.


Closer.


He flattened himself against the wall.


Closer.


Shuffle. Shuffle.


Thinking. He would surprise the bastard. Jump on him.


Closer.


He heard a little grunt. Someone tugging at the heavy door. Heard it moving. Opening.


He was shaking in fear.


Then the voice of a child, timid, foreign. ‘Hello?’


Ross pressed the button on his watch again. And saw the small boy. Dark hair so coated in dust it looked grey, his clothes ripped into rags. He just stared at Ross, numbly.


‘It’s OK, kid,’ Ross said.


‘English?’


‘Uh-huh.’


‘Taliban gone. Gone,’ the boy said. He turned and ran away.


Ross heard him hurrying up the stairs.


He waited some moments before following him, warily, unsure this wasn’t a trap, but almost beyond caring. He needed water so desperately. Food. At the top it was daylight. He watched the boy run out through the doorway, his arms in the air. Hesitantly, keeping to the shadows, ducking around the furniture but clumsily bumping into some, Ross followed him, weakly. Then peered out into the square.


The bodies had all been removed. Bloodstains had baked in the sun. The city was almost silent, for the first time since he had come here. Moments later he heard the roar of an engine and a metallic rumble. A tank rolled into the square. He recognized it as a Challenger 2. One of the few decent pieces of kit the government had supplied to the troops.


Ross ran out, stumbling, waving his handkerchief in the air.


The tank stopped in front of him, the front hatch opened and a man’s head appeared. ‘Need a lift, mate?’ the man asked in a cockney accent.


‘Going anywhere near London?’


‘Hop aboard. I’ll put the meter on.’


Ross staggered towards the tank, but hadn’t the strength to climb aboard. Two of the crew climbed out to help him.


‘Press, are you?’ the man asked. He had a shaven head and a tattoo on his right arm of a skull topped by a winged eagle.


‘Uh-huh,’ Ross gasped.


‘Which paper?’


‘The Sunday Times.’


‘Gave up reading ’em a long time ago. All them rags. Always a crock of shit, don’t you think?’


Ross smiled. He had no fight left in him.


‘The editors, they ought to come out here, know what I’m saying? See all this shit for real.’


‘Do you have any water?’ Ross pleaded.
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July 2009


Ten days later, after spending four of them in a US military hospital in Afghanistan, then having to wait for a flight out, Ross finally arrived back in England on a troop transporter, landing at RAF Brize Norton in Oxfordshire. He’d been put on a plane a day earlier than he had originally been told, and decided to surprise Imogen, who was not expecting him until tomorrow.


Arriving early afternoon at Brighton station, in light rain, he took a taxi, ordering it first to stop at a florist where he bought a massive bouquet of flowers, then a wine merchant, where he bought a bottle of Imogen’s favourite champagne, Veuve Clicquot.


Shortly after 3 p.m. the taxi pulled up outside the tall, slightly shabby semi-detached building close to the Seven Dials, where they had their top-floor apartment. He paid and tipped the driver, climbed out with his holdall, bottle and flowers, limped up to the front door and let himself into the communal hall, with its familiar smell of damp and an irritatingly loud beat of music coming through the door of the ground-floor flat.


It felt strange being home. Surreal, almost. As if the past few weeks had all just been a bad dream. Except that the scar on his head and his painful foot reminded him of the reality. As did the terrors that came to him every time he closed his eyes.


He glanced at his watch. Imogen, who ran the website for an online magazine in Brighton, wouldn’t be home for a couple of hours yet. It would give him time to shower and shave, put the champagne on ice and the flowers in a vase. He was so much looking forward to seeing her. To holding her in his arms, to the comfort of normality again. To making love to her – God, it had been so long – and to just talking to her, telling her about the nightmares he had been through and how thinking of her had got him through it.


Maybe later they’d go out for a curry; they both loved Indian food, and he craved the normality of a restaurant.


He climbed the three flights of stairs to the top floor, slipped his key into the lock and opened the door. As he stepped into their book-lined hall he heard music, The Fray, one of his playlist groups, which surprised him. Was she home?


He entered the living room and saw on the coffee table an open bottle of wine, half drunk, and two partly empty glasses. And a large bomber jacket slung on the sofa.


He frowned.


The music was coming from further along the apartment.


‘Imogen? Darling?’ he called out, his voice catching in his throat, a sudden cold feeling in his stomach.


He put his bag, the bottle and the flowers down, then walked out of the living room and along the hall, the music getting louder as he approached the bedroom door. He heard another sound, too. A moaning sound. He hesitated outside for a moment before he pushed it wide open.


And saw his wife, stark naked, a look of ecstasy on her face, her hair thrown back, her small, round breasts wobbling, straddling a naked, bearded man.


Then Imogen saw him.
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9 Years Later
 Wednesday, 1 February


The old man was trembling as he made his way slowly up the steep Somerset hillside in the darkness, weighed down by the burden he carried in his heart. The weight of all human history. The eternal struggle of good versus evil. The love and wrath of God. The mockery of Satan.


Unaware of the night-vision binoculars trained on him, he trod carefully on the slippery grass, guided only by the weak beam of his small torch, the GPS coordinates on his phone and the sense of mission in his heart.


Destiny.


His feet were wet inside his sodden brogues and a bitter wind blew through his thin overcoat; a chill clung to his back like a compress of cold leaves. He carried a heavy spade and a metal detector.


It was 3 a.m.


A skein of clouds raced across the sky above him, pierced for fleeting moments by shafts of stone-cold light from the full moon. Whenever that happened he could see the dark shadow of the ruined tower on the hilltop, a short distance to his right. There was a preternatural feeling to the night. The clouds felt like the travelling matte in one of those old Hollywood films. Like a scene he remembered where Cary Grant and Grace Kelly were driving along in a convertible, apparently at high speed, with the scenery passing behind them, but their hair remained immaculately in place.


But tonight, old movies should be a long way from his mind, and his thoughts on just one thing.


Destiny.


Tonight, here, was the start of the journey. He was frail and he did not know how much time he had left on this earth. He had been waiting for the Call for so long he had begun to doubt it would ever come. And when it finally did, it was in His mysterious way.


There was someone whom he had been told could help him, but he was not able to find this person, not yet. And because time was running out on him, he had decided to go it alone.


The air was alive, electric; he could feel the prickle on his skin, like goosebumps. The wind was full of whispers he could not decipher.


He smelled the sweet grass. Somewhere close by he heard a terrible squealing. A fox taking a rabbit, he thought. The squealing became increasingly pitiful and finally stopped.


He checked the constantly changing coordinates on his phone against the ones on the slip of paper he had in his breast pocket. Closer. Closer.


Nearly there.


He stopped, drawing breath, perspiring heavily despite the bitter cold. It had been a tiring two-and-a-half-hour drive to get here, followed by a long walk round the perimeter, in search of a place where he could scale the fence. He’d forgotten his gloves, but it was too long a walk back to the car to fetch them.


Pulling out the scrap of paper, he studied the coordinates in his meticulous handwriting once more.


51°08'40"N 2°41'55"W


He was close.


He felt a burst of energy. Took several paces to the left, then a few more, further up the hill.


Closer!


An instant later, the digits on his phone’s compass app matched.


51°08'40"N 2°41'55"W


He was here. On the spot. And at that moment the clouds above him moved away from the moon and a beam of light shone down from above. Someone up there was showing him. This was the sign.


His destiny!


Feverishly he began to dig, gripping the spade as hard as he could with his frozen, arthritic fingers. He dashed it into the ground, stood on it and pushed it down, then levered up the first clump of earth. Several worms squirmed. He moved the spade back a short distance, and dashed it in again.


As he did so, a bright light from out of nowhere danced all around him. Not the moon, now, but the beam of a powerful torch. Two torches. And he heard a voice. An angry male voice.


‘Hey! You!’


He turned round. For a moment he was dazzled by the beams directly in his face. Blinking hard, he directed his own more feeble torch beam back. The light fell first on a young, uniformed police officer and next on the middle-aged man, in a parka, standing beside him.


‘It’s here,’ he replied. ‘Right where I’m digging. It’s right under my feet!’


‘What do you think you’re doing? Are you crazy?’


‘I’m saving the world.’


‘You’re defacing private property.’


‘Listen, please listen.’


‘No, you listen,’ the man in the parka said. ‘You are trespassing. Who the hell gave you permission to start digging up sacred ground in the middle of the night?’


The old man replied, simply, ‘God.’
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Thursday, 16 February


A Latin quotation was fixed to a wooden door in the cloisters of the St Hugh’s Charterhouse monastery, in the heart of the Sussex countryside, fifteen miles north of Brighton.


Mihi enim vivere CHRISTUS est, et mori lucrum.


Its English translation was: For to me to live is Christ, and to die is gain.


Behind that door, in the privacy of his spartan cell, Brother Angus sat at his desk, immersed in reading. For many years he had lived a solitary existence, spending many hours a day, seven days a week, on his knees in his tiny prayer cubicle.


But increasingly frequently in recent months he had ventured out of his cell and along the cloistered walkway to the vast, oak-panelled, galleried library. On each visit, he systematically searched for relevant volumes through the thousands of leather-bound titles – many pre-dating the printing press – and brought as many as he could carry back to his cell.


Any monk here could, if he chose, remain inside his cell and never leave it. Food was placed every morning through the hatch beside his door by one of the brothers. Brother Angus was a deeply worried man. And he had no one with whom he could share his concerns for a couple more days, when he was next permitted to speak – for just one hour – on the Sunday walk.


He would be sixty-three years old next month and he did not know for how much longer he would be serving his Lord. Not long, of that he felt certain. Perhaps, because of his sickness, it was likely he might not even see another winter. Perhaps not even another summer. Until recently, he had been content with the life he had been given, although it had not always been thus. A child of the 1960s, he’d once lived the wild life to the full. A university drop-out, he’d been lead guitarist in a heavy metal band, Satan’s Creed, and had for many years lived an alcohol- and drug-fuelled rock ’n’ roll life touring, mostly in Germany, playing gigs in clubs and out in the open air, and having endless sex with groupies.


Until one day he’d seen the light.


Several lights in fact. Penlight torches of doctors peering into his pupils after he’d massively overdosed on a cocktail of stuff he couldn’t even remember taking. Operating theatre lights. Then the brightest light of them all. The light calling him.


A Greek Orthodox nurse in the North London clinic that dried him out, and saved his life, told him about her brother who was a monk, living in a monastic commune on the holy peninsula of Mount Athos. Angus had always been drawn to Greece, and something about the spirituality of the Greek Orthodox religion appealed to him. He converted. Then, with the help of the nurse’s brother, he was given a visa to visit.


He went there for five days and stayed for five years, finding deep spirituality in the harsh regime of prayer, work, silence and little sleep. Until one day God called him back to Horsham in Sussex, England. His ageing mother was ill and needed him.


He nursed her through Alzheimer’s for the next seven years until she died. He was planning to return to Mount Athos when, one day shortly after her funeral, he happened by chance to drive past the St Hugh’s Charterhouse monastery gates and saw the light again, brighter than ever this time. He turned the car round, drove in and gave the vehicle to the Prior to dispose of, telling him to put the proceeds towards the upkeep of the place.


He had been there ever since. And he would never leave now. This was his home – or at least his temporary home, until –


Until he was truly home.


Perhaps.


St Hugh’s had been constructed during the order’s wealthy days as a safe haven for French monks fleeing the Revolution. But few French monks had ever gone there. Like so many such places in recent centuries, whilst it had been built to house over two hundred monks, new brothers were scarce, and as the older ones died, it was increasingly hard to replace them. There were currently just twenty-three monks in residence, including the Prior and his deputy, and most of them came from elsewhere in the world. Silence wasn’t just rigidly enforced, it was naturally enforced, too. Of those twenty-three monks, seventeen of them each spoke a different language. The monastery, like many in the world these days, short of monks, welcomed brothers from all orders.


Few who came stayed for long, finding the discipline and routine too hard. Recommended to be in bed by 8 p.m., they had to rise at 11.50 p.m. for the next prayer session, which they took part in either in the solitude of their private chapels or in the communal chapel, presided over by the Prior.


Brother Angus’s cell was unusually spacious by monastic standards. It was on two floors, and he had a self-contained walled garden where he could grow his own vegetables. The downstairs comprised his private chapel, where a picture of Jesus hung on the wall above a statuette of the Virgin Mary, on a makeshift pedestal fashioned from a tree trunk. Along the short corridor was a space housing his workbench and the tools he needed to carry out the maintenance on his cell and garden.


His upstairs quarters, consisting of two small rooms, were furnished with his bunk, a wooden desk and chair, and the prayer cubicle. A turquoise hot-water bottle hung upside down from a hook beside his little washroom, and there was a small wood-burning stove, providing the only heat he had during the long winter months. He should light the stove now, he knew, as he shivered, his cowled habit affording him only meagre protection from the bitingly cold draughts. But he was too immersed in the ancient English of the book he was currently reading, which he was having to decipher as he went along.


Seated at his desk, with his stack of library volumes, Bible, prayer books and prayer timetable laid out in front of him, he had a view out of the window across his garden wall to the peaceful graveyard, surrounded by the monastery’s Gothic Revival cloisters.


Rows of plain wooden crosses marking, anonymously, the burial plots of the brothers who had gone before him. And one day soon his earthly body would lie among them. But where would his spirit be?


That was a question that until recently had never been a problem. But he’d spoken about it to the Prior on several occasions, and each time he had been less and less convinced by the Prior’s assurances. The more he read and analysed, the more his faith was being tested. What, he had started to think increasingly frequently, if there was nothing? Nothing at all?


What if he had spent all these years – wasted all these years – praying into thin air?


He was searching through the pages of this book now, hoping God would guide him to a passage, buried within it, that would give him answers. It was imperative. He didn’t know the outside world any more. So much had changed since he’d first entered holy orders. Even though he’d stepped out of them to nurse his mother, he’d been wary of technology. The outside world had moved on so much in these past decades. He rarely used a phone, though he was becoming more proficient on the internet.


He had been afraid that soon he would become extinct, just rotting bones beneath an anonymous cross, like all the others who had once been here with him and before him.


Then, only a few months ago, he’d received a message. The potential consequences of it had made him even more afraid, because the message was so unclear.


Something was happening. There was religious turmoil in the world that was increasing and polarized in a manner that had not happened for centuries. God was giving him signs and messages every night when he slept. Giving him instructions about going online, moving forward. But instead of clarity, he was feeling increasingly confused.


There were days – weeks, sometimes – when all the messages and signs blurred together, and he had turned from seeking religious texts to scientific ones. Most of the monks here lived without modern technology, but Brother Angus now found himself studying some of its more lateral-thinking exponents. One in particular whom he read avidly was an American called Professor Danny Hillis, the creator of the parallel processor and co-founder of the company Thinking Machines Corporation. The company’s motto was: We’re building a machine that will be proud of us.


And some of the inventor’s words struck a chord with him.


There was one particular passage from a talk Hillis had given back in the mid 1990s that had stuck with Brother Angus: ‘In man’s search for God, I’m not sure we’re necessarily going to find Him in the vaults of a Gothic cathedral; I think it is more likely we’ll find Him in cyberspace; technology might be the way to open that hailing frequency.’


Angus had risked the Prior’s wrath – and possibly exclusion from St Hugh’s – by trying to convince him to give each monk a computer with internet access, rather than just the dated and slow communal one in the library, but he would not hear of it. He had dismissed it by saying, ‘God tells each of us all we need to know. The day we cease to trust that is the day we should cease to be a monk. Perhaps you are having a crisis of faith, Brother Angus? Just remember, everything that ever was, still is. It is there in God. Seek and you will find. Ask him and he will tell you.’


In his prayers, Brother Angus asked Him with more and more urgency every day. The message he got back was that something was going to be happening, and soon. Something as fundamental to the Christian world as the Coming of Christ.


A Second Coming?


Or a Great Imposter?
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Thursday, 16 February


Ross Hunter nearly didn’t answer the call. The display on his landline read NUMBER WITHHELD. Probably yet another of the automated nuisance calls that were one of the banes of everyone’s lives these days. He was on a deadline with his editor, Natalie McCourt, at the Sunday Times Insight section, who needed his piece exposing six Premier League footballers involved in a film production tax-evasion scheme by 4 p.m. – exactly twenty minutes away.


Montmorency, their dark-grey labradoodle, lying on the floor close to his desk, seemed focused on two deadlines at this moment. Would he finish that bone, which he was crunching noisily and irritatingly, before his master took him out for a walk? And would they go out for a walk before it was dark?


In the days that followed Ross often wondered just what it was exactly that had made him pick up the phone. But he figured even if he hadn’t, the caller would have almost certainly rung back. And then rung back again. Ross was pretty high profile these days, and knew better than to ever dismiss any call he received. His first big break, years ago as a fledgling reporter on Brighton’s Argus newspaper, was just such a call out of the blue. That had led him to the story of a sex scandal, which had ended with a local MP having to resign his seat.


‘Ross Hunter,’ he said, staring down at the darkening Patcham street from his den in the former loft of the house he and his wife, Imogen, had moved into, trying to start over, soon after that terrible afternoon when he had arrived home from Afghanistan to find her in bed with another man.


She’d begged forgiveness. Told him she’d been dreading being informed by the Foreign Office that he was missing presumed dead, and that she’d sought comfort with an old friend. Desperate to regain normality back then, he’d accepted her explanation and forgiven her. Subsequently he discovered she had not told him the truth and the affair had been going on for far longer. Their relationship had never been quite the same again. It was like gluing together the pieces of a broken glass. It was intact but the joins were ever present. They’d tried to paper over the cracks by moving home. Now she was pregnant, but he still felt doubt.


He just could not trust her. Not totally. There were days when she arrived home late from work with excuses he wasn’t sure he believed. Occasions when she awkwardly ended a phone call when he walked into the room. Always then the memory returned. Her naked body on top of the bearded man in their bed.


A delivery van, its lights on, was driving slowly past. He saw one of his neighbours arriving home from the school run in her people carrier. She opened the rear door and from the glow of the vehicle’s interior light he could see her helping her small son, an irritating brat who always seemed to be shouting, out of his seat belt.


The voice at the other end of the line was that of a cultured-sounding elderly man. ‘Is that Mr Hunter, the journalist?’


‘Speaking – who is this?’


‘Thank goodness I’ve got the right person. It’s taken me a while to get your phone number – I’ve phoned every R. Hunter in the phone book in Sussex.’


‘You could have contacted me on social media – I’m fairly active on Twitter and Facebook – or you could have just emailed me – my email is on all my bylines.’ Ross sipped some tea from the mug on his desk.


‘This is not a social media or an email matter, Mr Hunter. Email is not secure, I could not take that risk. I’ve read many of your pieces. I was very impressed with the article you wrote some years ago for the Sunday Times about the government failing our troops in Afghanistan.’


‘You read that?’


‘My son died in Helmand Province. Killed by friendly fire. Or blue on blue as they call it, I believe. If he’d been issued with a battlefield beacon, he might still be with us today.’


‘I’m sorry.’


‘It’s not the reason I’m calling, but thank you. My late wife and I tried not to be bitter about it.’


Ross was starting to think this was going to be a waste of some of the very few precious minutes that he had left to finish and then proofread his article.


‘I’d just like to assure you I’m not a nutcase, Mr Hunter.’


‘Good to hear that,’ he replied.


‘My name is Dr Harry F. Cook. I’m a former RAF officer and a retired history of art professor at Birmingham University and I know this is going to sound strange, but I’ve recently been given absolute proof of God’s existence – and I’ve been advised there is a writer, a respected journalist called Ross Hunter, who could help me to get taken seriously.’


‘What?’


‘I know it must sound strange. I appreciate that.’


‘Well, yes, actually, it does.’ Ross thought for an instant. ‘Exactly which God is it you have proof of?’


‘There is only one God, Mr Hunter. There are many prophets and many different faiths, but there is only one God.’


‘May I ask who told you I’m the person who could help you?’ Ross asked, watching his neighbour shepherd her son up to the front door of their bungalow.


‘God Himself,’ Harry F. Cook replied, simply. ‘Could you indulge me for a couple of minutes?’


Ross glanced at his watch, at the precious minutes ticking away. ‘I’m afraid you’ll have to make it very quick, Dr Cook, I’m up against a deadline.’


‘Well, I’ll be as brief as I can – or would you prefer me to call you back in a while?’


‘No, go ahead.’ He picked up a pen and scribbled down the name, Dr Harry F. Cook, ex-RAF and Birmingham University – Art History – retd. Then he took another sip of his tea, which was turning increasingly tepid.


‘Well, the thing is, Mr Hunter, I need to come and see you, and explain everything more fully. I can assure you that I won’t be wasting your time. I don’t doubt you get oddballs contacting you every day. Would you meet me for just half an hour? I’ll travel to anywhere that’s convenient for you. And I have something I really believe you might want to hear. I have a message for you.’


‘You do? From whom?’


‘From your brother, Ricky.’


For some moments Ross sat, numb. Wondering if he had heard right.


‘You have a message from Ricky?’


‘I do.’


‘Can you tell me it?’


‘Not over the telephone, Mr Hunter.’


Ross felt a cold wind blow through the room. The lights out in the darkening street seemed to flicker, like a thousand candles guttering in a blast of wind. He shivered, and scribbled down some more with a shaking hand. ‘You really have a message from my brother?’


He saw the blue flashing lights of an emergency vehicle heading up the street, and heard the wail of a siren. For a moment, he wondered if he was dreaming this conversation. ‘Who exactly are you, Dr Cook?’


An ambulance raced past.


‘Please believe me, I’m just an ordinary man, doing what I’ve been told. Please, Mr Hunter, I urge you, can we meet?’


Ross had dealt with and dismissed many nutters over the years, claiming to have world-shattering stories for him. But something in this man’s voice sounded sincere – and intrigued him.


‘I’ll give you half an hour, OK? I can meet for a cup of tea. If you’re able to convince me when we meet that we need longer than that, we’ll take it from there. All right?’


‘That’s very fair. Very good of you. As I said, I’m happy to travel to meet you anywhere convenient to you. If you just let me know when and where?’
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Thursday, 16 February


Boris perched precariously on the desk inside his large cage, half on it, half off it, hammering clumsily away on the keyboard of the computer. The capuchin monkey, with his round, wizened face, cream mane and long brown tail, although smart by monkey standards, wasn’t smart enough to keep a log of his keystrokes. He didn’t take any notice of the gibberish that appeared in front of him; all he looked at, expectantly, was the chute from which the occasional treat, such as a peanut in its shell or a banana chip, would appear.


He was aware that if he stopped, the supply of treats stopped, too. He had figured out that if he just kept tap-tapping away on those keys, the treats would keep on coming. Another thing he had learned over the past three weeks was that peeing or shitting on the keyboard didn’t work. All that happened then was that no food appeared for a long time.


Dr Ainsley Bloor, former professor of biology at the University of Brighton, who some years earlier had sold his soul to big pharma, was now CEO of one of the world’s fastest-growing pharmaceutical giants, Kerr Kluge. The coincidence of the two initials being the same as the first two of the Ku Klux Klan had not escaped many of its vociferous critics. They joked – not entirely without foundation – that the only difference between the two organizations was that the pharmaceutical giant, through its genetics division, knew how to change people’s skin colour.


But Boris was unaware of anything beyond his immediate habitat. He just hammered away and the treats kept on coming.


Ainsley Bloor had long been one of the UK’s most high-profile militant atheists. A youthful fifty-five-year-old, with sleek silver hair, unfashionably long for a captain of industry, he had a sharp, hawk-like face with piercing grey eyes, and was an ardent disciple of the group known at the time as the Four Horsemen of the Non-Apocalypse – Richard Dawkins, Daniel Dennett, Christopher Hitchens and Sam Harris.


Several of his New Atheism predecessors had attempted to prove the monkey and typewriter theory, which they believed would play a key part in establishing how the world had come into existence by pure chance, rather than by any form of so-called Intelligent Design.


It was a simple, elegant theory: given infinity, a succession of monkeys – or an infinite number of monkeys – at a keyboard, typing randomly, would eventually type out the complete works of William Shakespeare.


So far everyone who had tried this experiment had given up. A colleague of one of the UK’s most famous atheists, the late Professor Antony Flew, had tried it and concluded that the number of sub-atomic particles in the universe was many times smaller than the probability of a monkey even typing out one Shakespearean sonnet, of just fourteen lines. Flew’s colleague’s conclusions were partly responsible for him turning from atheism, to believing in God in terms of Intelligent Design.


In his twenties, Bloor had published three books in his determination to ridicule the notion of a Creator – The Big Goddy, Who Was God’s Father? and Just do the God Math. The argument – and the theorem it had espoused – was as old as the hills themselves. It could be traced back to Aristotle, through Blaise Pascal and Jonathan Swift to Emile Borel and Arthur Eddington, all of whom had attempted to explain the origins of life through mathematics and chance.


But in Bloor’s opinion, the way Antony Flew – and all the others before him – had attempted, or extrapolated from, this experiment was fatally flawed.


They had missed one crucial element.


Sitting in his office, with the computer algorithm he had spent ten years perfecting drilling its way through the three weeks – so far – of the monkey at the keyboard, a pattern was beginning to emerge.


Early days. But progress. Yes, very definitely progress! Of the six monkeys in six cages in the orangery of the former stately home in which Bloor lived with his wife, Boris was emerging as the star.


The thousand-mile march, he thought. As Lao Tzu said, ‘The journey of a thousand miles starts with the first step.’


Or maybe keystroke.
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Monday, 20 February


At 3.50 p.m., ten minutes before Dr Harry F. Cook was due to arrive, Ross was staring out of the window of his second-floor den, thinking about a news story he was writing for the Sunday Times, which was going to make a certain National Health Trust executive squirm. He watched an immaculate white Nissan Micra pull up against the kerb in front of his house.


A text pinged.


Looking down at the phone, he saw it was from Imogen.


Will be home late, around 7pm. Want me to pick up a takeaway? Fancy Thai? Beware of your nutter – don’t want to find you in little bits in the fridge!


Love you. XXXX


He texted back.


Sure! Chicken satay & a green curry with fish, pls. Am armed to the teeth! Love you. XXX


He returned to his work and tried to focus, but he could not. Late home again, he fretted. Why? What was she up to? He stared, distractedly, out of the window at the man in the little Nissan. 


Moments later as he walked downstairs into the hall, the doorbell rang. On the nanosecond of 4 p.m. He opened the front door.


A tall, elderly man stood there, holding an enormous attaché case. He was in his mid seventies, Ross guessed, neatly dressed in a pin-striped suit with matching tie and pocket handkerchief.


‘Mr Hunter?’ He held out a hand.


‘Dr Cook? You found us OK?’


‘Oh I did, indeed, thanks to the wonders of satellite navigation.’


As they shook hands, Cook leaned forward and said, staring at him imploringly, with sad, rheumy eyes, ‘It is very good of you to see me, Mr Hunter. You do understand that you and I have to save the world?’


Ross gave him a hesitant smile. ‘Well, I’ll do my best!’ Seeing the man so smartly dressed, he wished for a moment he had on more than an old pair of jeans, a baggy jumper and broken-down slippers.


‘Mr Hunter, I can’t tell you how much this means to me – and to the human race.’


Ross smiled. ‘Yep, well, let’s see. Come in, can I get you something to drink?’


‘A cup of tea would be most welcome.’


A loud barking came from the kitchen.


‘Monty, quiet!’ Ross called out.


The labradoodle ambled across the black-and-white chequered tiles of the hallway, his tail wagging clumsily.


Ross patted the dog, then turned to the man, who was peering apprehensively at the curly creature. ‘He’s a total softie – the loveliest nature. Are you OK with dogs?’


‘Oh yes, absolutely fine. Monty, did you say?’


‘Yes. Short for Montmorency.’


‘I seem to remember Montmorency was the name of the dog in that wonderful book, Three Men in a Boat.’


‘That’s where we got it from – well, it was my wife’s idea, she always loved it.’


It was one of the books that he and Imogen had taken to Italy on honeymoon, and both read – he for the first time and Imogen for at least the third – and laughed at a lot, particularly at the first chapter, when the character was bemoaning feeling too seasick to eat anything on a cruise. Ross and Imogen had been on a free cruise, for the travel section of the previous magazine she worked for, and they’d been flat on their backs, feeling like death, for the first two days crossing the Bay of Biscay in a storm.


‘My wife and I were always more cat people,’ Cook said.


‘We had a cat, too – a rescue one. Cosmo. But he was very odd, used to disappear for days on end sometimes.’


‘Very hard to know the mind of a cat.’


‘Yep. One day he disappeared for good. Maybe he got a better offer.’


The old man chuckled. ‘Maybe indeed.’


Ross guided him to the sofa in their modern, airy lounge, then went through to the high-tech kitchen, which Imogen had chosen, and which had cost more than the national debt of a small nation – far more than they could sensibly afford – and put the kettle on. He made the tea then delved into a cupboard and found a pack of chocolate digestive biscuits, which he ripped open and tipped out onto a plate. Then he placed everything on a tray and carried it through.


A few moments later, seated in an armchair opposite Cook, and with Monty at his side, beadily watching the stranger stirring his tea, Ross said, ‘So, you said you had a message from my brother, Ricky?’


‘Let me come on to that.’ Cook took a sip of his tea, then nodded pensively, lost in his own world for some moments. ‘Allow me to begin at the beginning.’


Ross nodded.


‘Well, you see, my wife, Doreen, was also an academic, lecturing at the same university, in physics. Six months ago she passed away from cancer.’


‘I’m sorry to hear that.’


‘Thank you. The thing is, Mr Hunter, during her last days in a hospice she asked me to promise I would go to a medium after she died, to try to make contact with her. She was really insistent about this. Frankly, as a committed Christian, I’ve never been a subscriber to that kind of stuff, but she became increasingly anxious, so of course I promised I would. And naturally after she passed I had to fulfil my promise.’


‘Of course.’ Ross was wondering where this was going.


‘I managed to find a very nice lady, who came well recommended, and I had a sitting with her about three weeks after my wife’s funeral. But instead of any communication from Doreen, a man came through who claimed he had a direct message from God. He said that God was extremely concerned about the current state of the world, and felt that if mankind could have its faith in Him restored, it would help to bring us all back from the brink. As proof of his bona fides, he said God had told him to give me three pieces of information that no one on this planet knows, in the form of compass coordinates. And he said there was a respected journalist, called Ross Hunter, who could help me to get taken seriously.’


‘Really? I had no idea I was so highly regarded.’


‘This man said he had someone with him who had a message for you. He said he had your brother, Ricky. He asked me to tell you that Ricky knew you did not like him, although he never understood why. But he forgives you.’


Ross stared at him, mesmerized. ‘Did he say anything else?’


‘He said he wanted you to trust me. He said two names – I think it was Bubble and Squeak. He said remember Bubble and Squeak. Remember when Squeak bit you?’


Ross stared back at him, feeling numb. Bubble and Squeak were two gerbils their parents had given them on their ninth birthday. Squeak had bitten him on his index finger, really hard. How on earth could this man, Dr Cook, possibly know this?


The old man looked down at the attaché case on the floor beside him, and nodded at it. ‘It’s all in there, Mr Hunter.’


‘Right.’


Cook opened the case and pulled out a massive bundle of A5 paper, held together by elastic bands. ‘I think we should start with you reading this. This was channelled to me directly from God, over several days following my visit to this medium.’ He handed it to Ross. ‘I have of course inked those compass coordinates out, Mr Hunter, in case this fell into the wrong hands.’


It was heavy. The top page was creased and blank, with a dog-eared corner. The journalist took a quick look through. There were no chapters, it was just continuous writing on lined paper – slanted, tiny, scrupulously neat, in black ink, with little patches of Tippex here and there, and peppered with annotations of arrows and boxes. The pages were numbered at the bottom. The last page was 1,247. ‘Right,’ he said. ‘Well – if you leave it with me, I’ll take a look.’


The old man shook his head, regretfully. ‘I’m afraid that’s not possible. You see, this is the only copy in existence.’


‘You haven’t made a copy?’


Cook looked almost affronted. ‘I couldn’t possibly take the risk of a copy falling into the wrong hands. I need to be here while you read it.’


Inwardly, Ross groaned. As he had feared, this man was beginning to sound like a nutter. Yet he couldn’t dismiss what he had said about Ricky. How could he possibly have known about the two gerbils? He’d never written about them and, so far as he could remember, he’d never talked about them. So how did Dr Cook know? How? He held the manuscript up, weighed it in his hands, then flicked through it. ‘This would take me about four days to read!’


The old man raised a finger. ‘That’s about right.’


Ross shook his head and smiled, humouring him. ‘You’re going to sit there, on my sofa, for four days, while I sit here reading this?’


‘I cannot let it out of my sight.’


Ross shook his head again. ‘Dr Cook, it’s not going to happen. I’m sorry, but quite apart from anything else, I don’t have four days free. You’re going to have to take a massive leap of faith – either you leave this with me and I’ll read it when I can, in my own time, or you take it away with you. And before I even start, I need to know a lot more about what’s in it. And about this proof of God you claim to have. What are these three pieces of information you say you have?’


‘I have been given three sets of compass coordinates – the first is for the location of the Holy Grail.’


‘The Holy Grail?’


‘Correct.’


‘That’s a pretty big ticket,’ Ross said, noting it down.


‘Not as big as the next, Mr Hunter. The coordinates for the location of a significant item relating to our Lord, Jesus Christ.’


‘Does it come with a certificate of origin?’


‘Please, Mr Hunter, as I said to you, I’m not some kind of a crackpot. Please hear me out. The third set of coordinates is for something so important it will, I assure you, have a tumultuous impact – in a truly positive way – on the world.’


‘Are you going to tell me what this is?’


‘In due course but not now, not until I can be sure you are the right man for this. But let’s say the third set relates to the Second Coming.’


‘The Second Coming?’


‘That is correct.’


Ross thought for a moment and doodled a halo. ‘OK. Have you checked any or all of these out, Dr Cook?’


Cook took a sip of his tea, then nodded pensively, lost in his own world. ‘Indeed, I have. I’ve checked out the coordinates for the Holy Grail. They give the location as Chalice Well in Glastonbury.’


‘Really?’


‘As you know, this has long been reputed to be the place where Joseph of Arimathea is buried. Chalice Well is one of Britain’s most ancient wells, in the Vale of Avalon, between Glastonbury Tor and Chalice Hill.’


‘I do happen to know quite a lot about that, actually. I wrote a large piece on the Glastonbury Festival and the myths surrounding Glastonbury Tor for the Guardian a few years ago. All the Arthurian legends about the Holy Grail stem from around there.’


‘Good, then you will know what I am talking about. Of course, there is disinformation put out by enemies of Our Lord. I suspect you are man enough, Mr Hunter, to see beyond that. It’s probably one of the many reasons why your name was given to me as the man who could help me.’


‘So, have you investigated this claim?’


‘I’ve been there with dowsing rods and with a metal detector, in a wide arc around where the compass coordinates pinpoint, and there is something down there.’ Cook’s eyes lit up with an almost messianic zeal. ‘Chalice Well is run by a group of trustees, whom I then approached, asking for permission to carry out an archaeological dig, but despite explaining why I wanted to do this, they refused.’


‘Did they give you a reason?’


‘I’ve done all I can to persuade them, but I just don’t think they take me seriously. I believe it would be very different with you – with your reputation for integrity, they’d have to take you seriously.’


‘That’s very flattering.’


‘True, Mr Hunter.’


‘There is a very big problem,’ Ross said. ‘From what I remember from my own research, yes, it is possible that Joseph of Arimathea came to England after the crucifixion.’


‘Absolutely,’ Cook said. ‘Quite likely sailing across the flood plains of the Somerset Levels, bringing with him the chalice that contained some of Jesus’s blood from his crucifixion, and arriving at the legendary island of King Arthur’s Avalon, a hill now known as Glastonbury Tor. For safekeeping he buried the chalice in a secret place. Seven centuries after the death of Jesus, Glastonbury Abbey was built. In 1191, monks at the abbey claimed to have found the graves of King Arthur and Queen Guinevere. I believe all records were lost during Henry VIII’s Reformation – when the Protestant Church broke away from the rule of Rome, and most monasteries were razed to the ground with their relics and records destroyed or lost forever.’


Ross sipped some of his tea. ‘Yes, but during research for my article I discovered that many of the medieval monks were pretty commercial animals, and income from tourists was as important for the monasteries as it is for many seaside resorts today. Quite a number of scholars have said the discovery of these graves was made up, aimed at getting religious tourism. How much do you know about this, Dr Cook?’


‘I know all about it. As a shrine, the place would have been visited by thousands of pilgrims. There would have been all kinds of holy souvenirs, and charlatans selling supposedly magical relics. But that was the norm for many monasteries. You are quite right to question this, Mr Hunter. And with so much destroyed in the Reformation, it is impossible to establish the truth all these centuries later.’


‘Quite. So, have you checked either of the other two coordinates yet?’ Ross asked him.


‘I have. But I’m afraid that until I have your absolute commitment to helping me, I cannot reveal them.’


Whatever his scepticism at this moment, Ross could not dismiss what Cook had told him about Ricky. And there was a sincerity about Cook that he found touching. Clearly, beyond any doubt, Cook believed in what he had been given.


And yet . . .


‘Dr Cook, you said God felt that by having faith in Him reaffirmed, it would help steer the world back from the brink, right?’


‘Absolutely, Mr Hunter.’


‘But the world never has been on an even keel, has it? Go back over the past thousands of years, and for much of this time almost everyone in the world believed in a god – or gods – of some denomination, and worshipped them. Throughout time people have done the same horrible things they still do around the world today. Even though they believed ardently in their deity.’ He paused for a moment and looked at the old man, who was staring at him attentively.


‘Surely, Dr Cook, if he truly is God, and wants to see us all back on an even keel – whatever He means by that – why can’t He just do it?’


‘Because God gave us all free will. He sent His Son to save us, and we ridiculed and murdered Him. We’ve been suffering the consequences since. Now we are being given a unique second chance.’


All Ross’s instincts were telling him this was a hiding to nothing. A simple Google search would have told Cook all he needed to know about him having a twin who died in an accident.


But Bubble and Squeak?


He decided to play a bluff. He glanced at his watch. ‘Well, I’m afraid that’s all I have time for – so I don’t really know where we go from here. I suggest you take your manuscript away, make a copy and send it to me, if you’d like any further input from me. Otherwise –’ he stood up – ‘it’s been very nice to meet you.’


Cook did not move. ‘All right,’ he said, pursing his lips and nodding pensively. ‘I trust you, Mr Hunter. I’ll leave the manuscript with you if you give me your reassurance you will not make a copy of it.’


Ross nodded.


‘If you could read it as quickly as you can, then we can meet again and develop our strategy for saving mankind.’


‘It’s a plan,’ Ross said. ‘On one condition.’


‘Which is?’


‘You give me all three sets of compass coordinates you have.’


Cook hesitated, his eyes narrowing with suspicion. ‘Why do you need them?’


‘You’re asking me to take on a big commitment of time. I’d like to check them out for myself.’


‘I’ll give you the precise coordinates I have for Chalice Well as a token of good faith, Mr Hunter. It’s not, of course, that I don’t trust you, but I cannot risk them falling into the wrong hands.’ He stared intently at Ross again. ‘You do understand there are a lot of people who would want them? In the wrong hands they could be extremely dangerous.’


‘What kind of danger?’


‘Need I spell it out?’


Ross could now see the teacher in the man. The impatient lecturer trying not to talk down to an imbecilic student.


‘Lucifer, Mr Hunter.’ Cook gave him a reproachful look. ‘Satan. Kicked out of Heaven, he vowed to return and is biding his time.’


‘OK,’ Ross said, trying not to look as though he was humouring the man.


‘When I feel it is safe, I will let you have the remaining coordinates. And I will also need your word that you will not attempt to excavate at Chalice Well – or at any of the other locations – without my being present.’


‘You have my word.’


With some reluctance, Cook opened his wallet, took out a tiny square of paper, no bigger than two inches by two inches, and handed it to Ross.


He could barely see the tiny handwritten numbers and letters. Squinting, he read the coordinates out aloud:


‘51°08'40"N 2°41'55"W –’


Then he read the numbers that followed:


‘14 9 14 5 13 5 20 18 5 19 19 20 12.’


He looked at Cook. ‘What are those numbers? They’re not compass coordinates.’


‘No, indeed not.’


‘Is it some code?’


‘I honestly don’t know. I had a good look around Chalice Well whilst I was there, seeing if I could spot any numbers corresponding, but no dice. But they are clearly there for a reason.’


A few minutes later they shook hands at the front door.


‘You will be careful with the manuscript, won’t you, Mr Hunter?’


‘I’ll guard it with my life.’


Ross stood there, watching Cook climb back into his car, switch on the lights and drive off. It was a few minutes to 6 p.m.


Then he closed the door, went upstairs to his den and began to read.


The man in the dark-grey Vauxhall saloon, parked a short distance along the road, lowered his night-vision binoculars, switched off the video record mode and made a few notes on his tablet, before starting the car and pulling away.
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Monday, 20 February


Everybody was happy, and Pastor Wesley Wenceslas liked that. He liked happiness! And nothing made the forty-six-year-old minister happier than to spread the word of the Lord – well, the word of the Lord interpreted by him. An interpretation that, clearly, resonated with many folk. The happy Word.


Congregations were growing, week on week, in each branch of the Wesley Wenceslas Ministries. His church in South Kensington had been at capacity – 1,700 – for every service for several years. But when Pastor Wesley himself was preaching, usually on a Sunday evening, there would be hundreds more standing watching on screens outside, in pretty much whatever the weather, all praying and loving together. It was exactly the same in his other three churches in England, in Manchester, Leeds and Leicester. In addition, he now had three firmly established in America and was planning many more there. When you had God behind you, truly the world was your oyster – or, he joked, since he preferred his cooked, Oyster Rockefeller!


The stats were steadily rising on his YouTube channel. He had currently 5.2 million views on his broadcasts, beating the crap out of many mainstream broadcasters, and that made his sponsors very happy. Which in turn made his bank manager very happy. As well as the proprietors of his favourite jewellery, shoe and dress stores in Westbourne Grove, in London, and on Rodeo Drive in Beverly Hills, where he liked to buy gifts to bring back to England for his wife, Marina, who spent most of her time with their three small children. They were being home-schooled for both religious and security reasons in Gethsemane Park, their country estate in Surrey, which was both their home and the headquarters of Wesley Wenceslas Ministries.


His English Rolls-Royce dealers, in Sussex, were happy, too. The sporty, two-door golden-sand-coloured Phantom coupé in which he was currently driving himself was just weeks out of the showroom, and he had another five Rollers, all less than two years old, in his ten-car garage. Jesus may have been poor, he reasoned, but that was then – this is now. The world has changed, aspirations have changed, Wesley Wenceslas wrote and preached. Who is better placed to reach out to those most in need of spiritual guidance? Some pious monk in Jesus sandals on a pushbike or someone in a nice suit and with smart wheels?


Christian churches throughout the Western world were losing their congregations and wondering why. Some figured it was because they didn’t appeal to the younger generation, so they stuck in rocking vicars who played electric guitars, turning the singing of hymns into a poor man’s U2 concert, but they still didn’t get it, did they? They still didn’t pack ’em in. Harry Cohn, that old Hollywood movie mogul, had it right when he said, ‘Give the people what they want and they’ll beat your door down for it.’


‘Hey,’ Wenceslas liked to joke. ‘It was the Good Lord Himself who said that a great profit shall come unto the land!’


People wanted colour, light, laughter, beauty, and they loved drama, sensationalism and miracles, but they needed one thing above all: money. In a hot country you could be poor, and so long as you had something to eat you could wander around barefoot in rags and survive with no roof over your head. But in a cold, wet climate like this country, you needed a lot more. And that cost money. He believed in the Prosperity Gospel: the bigger your bank balance, the more blessed you were.


He knew. He’d been poor once – and not so long ago. It was a simple equation but just like so many of the traditional churches in the USA, the established churches of England had been missing the point for decades – or rather, centuries. Just looking at the size of his congregations showed that. Packed churches filled with worshippers, spreading the message, the love of God. The true interpretation of His Son’s teachings.


COMPASSION. TOLERANCE. SUCCESS!


How many churches over the centuries had made that last word taboo for their flocks – whilst amassing vast wealth themselves? How convenient it was to ignore the simple truth that it was the rich men who were the doers, the achievers. It was the rich men who made medicines that actually worked; who made aeroplanes; cars; food; schools; libraries; hospitals; roads. If it truly was, as the Synoptic Gospels had recorded Jesus saying, easier for a camel to pass through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the Kingdom of Heaven, then what kind of place was Heaven, in reality? Pastor Wesley Wenceslas had a pretty shrewd idea.


A Heaven full of nothing but poor people was going to be a pretty crappy place, some kind of massive dumping ground for losers – and who wanted to spend eternity stuck with a bunch of losers?


Besides, he’d always had a problem with that quote, because he knew from his studies of Jesus that the Lord was a fair man. It was both judgemental and inflammatory to imply all rich people were bad and all poor were good. Because the scriptures were subject to a lot of bad translation, he had delved into this in depth, as it defied so much of what he stood for. And he eventually got to the bottom of it, in George M. Lamsa’s Syriac–Aramaic Peshitta translation. There he found the word rope substituted for camel in the main text, with a footnote on the original in Matthew 19:24, which states that the Aramaic word gamla means both rope and camel.


It was a eureka moment for Pastor Wesley Wenceslas. What Jesus was really saying was that a rich man needed to focus on the way he lived his life, as hard as he’d have to focus to thread a needle with rope, if he wanted to enter the Kingdom of Heaven.


Of course, it made total sense. The monotheistic religions – those which believed in one God – had achieved their power and status through being control systems. And money was a big part of that. The incalculable wealth of the Vatican had been amassed through just that control – and the guilt it had imbued in the wealthy for nearly two millennia – with that one sentence.


Based on a mistranslation.


A deliberate one?


As he sat cocooned in the comfort of his leather seat, steering with one finger on the wheel, he listened to his own voice booming out of the radio, which was tuned in to his own internet station, Wesley Wenceslas Radio.


‘Matthew 5:5 reads, “Blessed are the meek for they shall inherit the earth.” Well, OK, think about that carefully, everyone. Just what does that actually mean? That if you try to stand up for anything you’re doomed?’


The wrought-iron entrance gates of Gethsemane Park swung open as the black Range Rover in front of him, carrying two of his security guards, approached in the darkness. As the Rolls followed it in through the gates, a second black Range Rover containing two more of his guards was right on his tail. More cameras clocked the convoy as it made its way up the long, tree-lined avenue.


Wenceslas smiled at the view to his right, the grounds illuminated by thousands of lamps. A view fit for the Lord. Acres of verdant green grass gently sloping down to the lake, with his own private sanctuary surrounded by fountains in the centre. That was the place where he regularly spent time alone in devotional prayer and meditating on the Holy Scriptures, whilst at the same time looking at his computer and casting an eye over his weekly finances, to check that his flock were still generously supporting his God-given calling.


The grass was green enough, the colour he liked, and after months of bounteous rainfall, so it should be. But sometimes in the summer months, when the rain dried up and the sprinkler system struggled to prevent it from browning, he would have the grass chemically treated green. Influential and important visitors came to this place and everything had to look perfect for them. And that meant verdant grass. He saw nothing wrong in doing that. All of us needed a little helping hand at times in life, even God Almighty Himself. Perhaps never more so than in these increasingly dark and turbulent years.


Particularly in view of the troubling news he had heard earlier today.
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‘It’s on the table and getting cold!’ Imogen called impatiently.


‘Coming!’ Ross replied.


‘You said that five minutes ago!’


‘Sorry! Coming!’


He carefully put down the thick stack of loose pages from the manuscript Harry Cook had entrusted to him. The only copy in existence. Luckily, he thought. Because that meant no other poor sod was having to lose hours of his life, which he was never going to get back, attempting to read it.


He quickly checked Facebook and Twitter on his computer, but there was nothing of particular interest, then hurried downstairs.


‘So what do you think?’ Imogen asked as he entered the kitchen, with its panoramic view across the lights of the built-up valley of Patcham.


‘I’m sorry, I was just about to come when you called first, then I saw a bit that I thought looked interesting – but wasn’t.’


He sat down at the small wooden table, where she had set out the chicken satay and green fish curry, and a tomato salad. ‘Smells wonderful!’ he said. ‘And, boy, do I need a drink.’ He opened the fridge and took out a lager.


‘Wish I could join you in that!’ She raised her glass of mineral water. Beside her on the table was a pile of bills.


‘You can still have the occasional glass.’


‘I’m being good – I’ll make up for it after Caligula’s born.’


He said nothing; he had no doubt about that whatsoever.


When her recent three-month scan had shown it was a boy, they’d jokingly nicknamed the baby after the cruel Roman emperor, after the hellish morning sickness Imogen had been through. And besides, Imogen had said, she was not – sooooo not – going to become one of those gooey mums that they both detested. So the name had stuck.


When they’d first got married, they’d both decided that they didn’t want children, certainly not for a while anyway. Most of their close friends didn’t want children either and, bar one couple, had still not had any. After his return from Afghanistan, Ross’s views on having children had hardened. He was genuinely worried about the state of the world and unsure what future there might be for a child. Added to that was his growing realization that he wasn’t sure he wanted to spend the rest of his life with Imogen. A woman he could never fully forgive or ever trust completely again. Having a child would bring a major complication.


Those first months after he had come home he’d needed Imogen and she had been terrific – probably through guilt. His nerves were in tatters from his experience in the war zone, he barely slept, and when he did he had constant nightmares. She took care of him, did everything she possibly could to make up for what she had done and to help him mend. But subsequently, in the past few years, he’d felt a void growing between them. Then she fell pregnant.


It was a sign of how little he trusted his wife that he found himself sceptical when she told him she hadn’t forgotten to take the pill. He took the view that she’d done it deliberately, perhaps worrying about her biological clock ticking or perhaps in a last-ditch effort to save their marriage. Although they barely made love at all these days, maybe once a month, if that.


Imogen raised her mineral water. ‘Cheers,’ she said.


They clinked glasses, staring into each other’s eyes – something Imogen always insisted on. Then raising her glass again, she said, ‘And here’s to saving the world!’


‘I’m not entirely convinced that if God wanted to save mankind He’d have chosen an elderly, retired history of art professor to do it.’


‘He chose a humble carpenter’s son last time.’


Ross smiled.


‘And this time He’s also chosen you to help make it happen. You may not be a humble carpenter’s son, but you seem to care as little about money as Jesus did.’ She nodded at the bills.


‘Some nasty ones?’


‘Every month we get nasty bills, Ross. You seem to think I’m a magician at making them go away. I’m not, I’m just very good at juggling them all around with our credit cards. You need a couple of lucrative jobs – and we’ve got to build up a cash reserve for when I have to stop working to have the baby.’


‘Yep, well I think this story has real possibilities.’


‘Ross Hunter, the man who has to save the world!’


‘It’s a big ask.’


‘But my husband is up to it?’


‘Your husband is up to it.’ He debated whether to tell her what Cook had told him about his brother. But he held back. He’d told her before about his strange experience at the moment of Ricky’s death, and she had been quite sceptical about it, which had surprised him, considering the traditional religious upbringing she’d had. Or perhaps it was precisely because of that.


‘And how is my husband getting on with the manuscript that will help him save the world by bringing it back from the brink?’


‘I’m afraid he is fifty-three pages in, out of one thousand, two hundred and forty-seven, and losing the will to live.’


‘Persevere, brave soldier!’


‘Huh.’ He drank some more of his beer. ‘Perhaps you should read it – you’re the one who calls yourself a Christian.’


‘I’m hardly a great example of a believer. But if you knew your Bible at all, you’d know God’s views on mediums. And about not trusting anything that comes via them.’


‘And can you trust anything in the Bible?’


Imogen gave him a reproachful look.


‘Sorry. I’m finding this whole thing very strange.’


‘Is it opening up your mind or opening up old wounds?’


‘Ricky?’


She nodded.


‘I don’t know. I don’t know what to make of it. I – I have an open mind, you know that. The last few days I’ve been thinking a lot about God, religion, googling some stuff – I’ve watched a couple of debates between Dawkins and believers. I guess there’s one thing that makes me feel sorry for God, if He is real.’


‘Which is?’


‘How can He ever win? You have the vicar praying to Him for sunshine so that the village fete won’t be a washout. At the same time you have the farmer praying for rain so his crops don’t die. How does God decide?’


‘He has to make decisions based on the greater need.’


‘Really? So an eight-year-old girl is dying from a brain tumour. Who has the greater need – the little girl who wants to stay alive? Her desperate parents who want her to stay alive? Or the tumour that wants to destroy her? Was the tumour put there by Satan for fun? Or by God for a purpose?’


‘You can’t look at it that way, darling.’


‘I just did. It’s the question everyone asks, that how come if God really exists, He allows suffering.’


‘You want to get into a long theological debate?’


He grinned and shook his head. ‘Nope, I’ve got a book to read. One so turgid it makes the instruction manual for my car read like a Jack Reacher thriller. The book that will save mankind or the manuscript from Hell?’


‘If it was channelled through a medium, probably the latter. Are you still going to Bristol tomorrow for the radio interview?’


‘Yes.’


‘Why don’t you go by train, instead of driving? It’ll give you a few hours to read.’


‘I want to swing by Chalice Well on the way back – I’ll need the car for that.’


‘Take a train there, which will give you some useful time, and rent a car to come back in. The paper’s paying for your travel costs, isn’t it?’


‘Good thinking, I’ll do that. Too bad God’s man didn’t give it to Harry Cook as an audio file – I could have listened to it in the car.’


She shook her head. ‘Too dangerous. Sounds like it would send you to sleep at the wheel!’


He grinned. ‘Yep.’


‘I’ve had to turn down a dream assignment, thanks to Caligula,’ she said.


‘What was it?’


‘A week’s diving holiday in the Maldives for the two of us. I just had to write a piece for a new online travel magazine for it. Business Class flights, the lot.’


One of their mutual interests was scuba diving and they both held PADI certificates. They’d enjoyed several diving holidays abroad. There wouldn’t be another for some while, he thought ruefully, thanks to the baby.


‘Shame. We’ll make sure the little bugger knows one day what he made us miss!’


She grinned and held up her phone. ‘Look, one hundred and nine hits on Instagram.’ She handed it to him and he could see the Instagram picture of Monty sitting beside him, with a resigned look on his face, whilst he sat in his chair, reading. The caption read: Montmorency waits patiently for his master to finish reading the manuscript, so he can be taken for his walk.
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