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A SPECIAL FORCES MISSION SIMILAR TO THE ONE FEATURED IN OPERATION BLACK KEY DID ACTUALLY TAKE PLACE, MORE OR LESS AS DESCRIBED. SEE APPENDIX FOR DETAILS.


AT THE REQUEST OF THE CRUISE LINES THAT ASSISTED IN THE RESEARCH FOR THIS NOVEL, SOME OF THE AT-SEA TRPs (THREAT RESPONSE PROTOCOLS) HAVE BEEN CHANGED FOR SECURITY REASONS.










PART ONE










ONE


‘Target sighted. Cutting engine.’


Despite his near-whisper, Lieutenant James Varney’s voice came over the speakers of the Special Boat Service’s Mobile Command Centre truck with admirable clarity. The MCC was parked up on the pebbly beach near Herne Bay, the stretch of Kent coast where Varney and the men under his command had launched their Rigid Inflatable Boat on that night’s training mission.


Inside the highly modified IVECO lorry, Staff Sergeant Dom Riley looked up at the pulsing red dot on the screen above the radio operator’s head. This indicated the position of Varney’s RIB, currently some six miles offshore, in the liminal zone where the Thames bled into the Channel. Back in the day, Riley had been out there himself, practising the same moves, pretending that hostiles had taken over the objective and had mined it, threatening to cripple the UK’s vital maritime trade in and out of Tilbury. The fictitious target was one of the Maunsell Forts, Second World War-era structures that had once held anti-aircraft guns and now sat, decaying, forlorn and unloved, out in the estuary.


If he closed his eyes, Riley could picture the four units making up the fort, which had once been linked by long-rotted walkways. Each sat on rust-streaked legs, standing like the aliens from The War of the Worlds, as if ready to stride ashore. With engines cut, the six SBS men would paddle the RIB through darkness – it was gone midnight, with March’s new moon mostly obscured by clouds – to the largest of the four (there had once been five, but a careless Swedish ore transport had taken out one of the quintet). It was an unnerving approach for the men in the RIB, Riley knew. The metal giants groaned and creaked with the waves, as if they really were living, breathing entities. First time out it was, Riley had to admit, a spooky, sphincter-clenching sound.


Riley was in the truck purely as an observer, part of the MoD’s new initiative to have more ‘cross-fertilisation’ between regular and special forces, to see if they could learn from each other. It was his role these days. Observing. His army-appointed shrink had recommended ‘light duties’ for him. What kind of fucking light duties does an Ammunition Technical Officer do? You’re either making bombs safe or teaching others how to do it. Not standing on the sidelines, just watching, like some military voyeur.


Apparently, though, since the disappearance of his wife and daughter ten months previously, he was too ‘unstable’ and ‘volatile’ to be trusted with a live device. It was bollocks. Yes, in between shouts he might have a short fuse, but once he was at work, confronted with a real fuse and a genuine threat, his focus was only on the job at hand. And he needed to focus on something else right now.


He had to admit, though, that his attention was wavering that night, ever since he had spoken to his grandmother, Barbara Clifford-Brown, on the phone. She had said, cagily, that she might have a tentative lead on what had happened to Izzy and Ruby, his missus (well, strictly speaking, ex-missus) and little girl. Riley had pushed her for more, but she said it would wait until they could speak in person. Barbara was once in MI6 and she had her own ways of doing things. She’d probably prefer to communicate through dead letter drops. Open phone lines were certainly an anathema.


Riley had arranged to see her in London the following day. He had to remember to steel himself for disappointment. With the army’s unofficial blessing, he had followed plenty of leads over the past few months while on his reduced duties. All had ended in a heartbreaking cul-de-sac. Ruby and Izzy had been taken by persons unknown after a gun battle on the streets of Padstow, of all places, that left one bodyguard dead and another badly injured. The police and MI5 – involved because Riley had worked alongside them during a series of terrorist outrages – had also drawn a blank. So any feeling of cautious optimism about Barbara’s call was cut with a low hum of anxiety that it would be another dead end.


‘Approaching access ladder.’


James Varney again. On board he had two almost-qualified ATOs, which the SBS was desperately short of, thanks to threats to tankers in the Straits of Hormuz which required the bomb-disposal experts out there. The trainee ATOs were backed up in the RIB by a team of regular SBS ‘swimmer-canoeists’, too bulked up with body armour, stun grenades, night vision goggles and Colt C8s to do any actual swimming. In a real-world situation, their job would be to take out the ‘X-Rays’, enemy combatants or terrorists on the fort, clearing the way for the ATOs to perform their task of neutralising any explosive devices. This time, at least, the IEDs were phoney, installed by a team of sappers from the Royal Engineers.


‘Wish you were out there, Staff?’ It was Joshua Kebede, the Special Boat Service Captain in charge of the exercise. He was from the outfit’s specialist MCT – Maritime Counter-Terrorism – unit.


Riley drank the last of his now-cold coffee and binned it. ‘What, freezing my nuts off in a blow-up boat in a fast-running chop, climbing some rusting ladder up into a dark, unsecured, rotting iron box that might actually fall into the bloody sea at any minute, while pretending to save the nation?’ Riley waited a beat. ‘Every time.’


Varney came back on. ‘Hussein, Ricketts, you’re on.’


‘Yes, Skip.’


‘Liddy and Perring, you’re covering.’


‘Yes, Skip.’


Kebede and Riley turned to look at the MCC’s speakers and waited for the next communication. No sound came for a while, apart from static and the odd electronic whistle. Riley was aware that the men out at sea had trained hard as a unit, so that most communication was by hand signals, nods and even winks. SBS men were tough fuckers for the most part, although Hussein and Ricketts, the ATOs, had been fast-tracked to bring the numbers up to strength. From what Riley could gather, the pair weren’t as steel-hardened as the rest of the team. Yet.


Riley pictured them once again. If he had any sense, the bomb guy on point would be climbing gingerly, testing the rusted and pitted rungs and uprights of the ladder. It was a perfect place to leave a VOS, a Victim Operated Switch, a trip wire or pressure sensor, designed to detonate when a hand grabbed it or a boot sole pressed down in it.


‘Hold it. Wire next to steel hatch.’


Riley nodded to Kebede. The ATO had found the first fake booby trap that the sappers would have put in place.


‘False alarm. Clear. Checking rim of hatch.’


Good. By the book, thought Riley. The exercise was going smoothly. With a bit of luck he would make it home in the early hours to his 24-hour local and pick up a bottle. End the night as he normally did. At the bottom of that bottle. It was quiet and warm down there, with no nasty memories to taunt and prod him, a different world.


‘Nothing. Lifting hatch.’


Riley heard it clang back with a noise that made him wince. Later, after the enquiry, he would discover that a plunger must have been placed on the floor where the rectangle of metal would drop. At the time, all Riley knew was that the command vehicle was filled with a roar that threatened to blow the speakers’ cones apart.


A voice that might have been Varney’s was just about audible over the racket. ‘Fuck, fuck, fuck. Get out of here! Now!’ Then, a piercing, agonised scream, before comms went dead. Static filled the air. The red dot on the screen stopped pulsing and faded to black.


Riley sprinted along the length of the truck, throwing back the door, jumped down onto the beach and crunched rapidly towards the incoming tide that was hissing over the pebbles. He heard a new, terrible sound over the moan of the wind, a dreadful groaning, followed by the deep boom of another detonation. Then, Riley swore as he located the crimson glow on the horizon, like a beacon out at sea, marking the spot where good men were dying.


The horizon lit up with another flash, this one a searing white rather than red. As the rumble of the collapsing fort reached him, Riley heard Kebede approach and stand at his side, his breathing shallow and ragged. The man spoke for both of them when he asked: ‘Fuckin’ hell. What’s gone wrong out there?’


It didn’t require an answer, but Riley gave one anyway. ‘Fuck knows.’ Riley had no idea who or what could have caused this disaster out at sea. Nor could he possibly know that the events out there, many bleak miles from shore, would one day come back to screw up his life even further.










TWO


Helsinki. Three months later


Dom Riley had to admit that he had been incarcerated in the cleanest prison cell he had ever seen. Not that he was an expert on prisons, apart from a few hours in an MI5 detention centre and a night in the glasshouse at Colchester, sleeping it off after a drunken night on the town. But nothing he had witnessed in person or on TV came close to the room in which he had been locked up. The walls were a pristine white and graffiti-free, there was a privacy screen of frosted glass in front of the toilet. The opaque texture matched that of the panes in the porthole windows, high on the rear wall. There was a bed with duvet and (feather?) pillows, a desk, two chairs, and a comfy armchair. It was like he had been whisked off to a gaol built by that bloke from Grand Designs. Riley had no clear idea of why he was in this jarringly pristine Finnish prison. Espionage, the arresting SUPO officer had said.


Espionage?


What the fuck was he talking about? Riley had been following Barbara’s lead, a painstakingly negotiated meeting with a Russian grandee, to establish if the abduction of his daughter and ex-wife was carried out by elements of the FSB or GRU or some other bunch of acronyms on British soil. Finland was not part of the deal. Just a convenient place for a face-to-face. Neutral territory. He was no threat to the security of the nation. It had taken a frustratingly extended period to set up the meet and now he was out of action, kept away from the hunt for Izzy and Ruby. What a fuckin’ waste of TIME.


It was only after the final word bounced off the walls of the room that he realised he had blurted the sentence out loud. He filled his lungs. Breathed easy. Take stock, he thought. Be practical. Not the flake in Cell Nine.


The guys from Suojelupoliisi – the Finnish Security Intelligence Service aka SUPO – had ignored his protests. At least Riley still had on his own clothes, rather than an orange jumpsuit or whatever colour the Finns went for. They had, however, taken not only his shoelaces, but his boots too. Probably because they realised they had steel toecaps. There was a steel sole insert, too. Not that either would offer much protection if you stepped on a proper IED, but they gave some psychological support. And steel toecaps came in very handy for arse-kicking anyone on the team who wasn’t doing their job. Not that he had had a team for some time. He was still officially an ATO on light duties.


But that could change any moment he wished, he was sure. He had made a concerted effort to mislead, or at least misdirect, the army psychologists. To stay calm in their presence, no matter how much they probed about his missing wife and daughter or his friend Nick, who had died in Afghanistan, a victim of an IED. To put a plug in the vent of the hot lava of anger that boiled inside him, always threatening to blow. To make them think that PTSD wasn’t an issue. It was like fooling a lie detector. However, Riley had to be careful not to be too remote and unemotional. What man wouldn’t be disturbed and outraged by the disappearance of his family? It was a balancing act, and so far he reckoned he hadn’t wobbled too much.


Although there had been one notable stumble. In the aftermath of the Maunsell Fort fiasco – which, appallingly, was a piece of hazing, a prank, gone horribly wrong – and when no blame was attached to Riley or Kebede, a goodwill tour of the US had been arranged for him. He had lasted a few days before the feeling of inadequacy hit him – how could he put up with PR shit when his family was missing? – and it ended with him standing up an attractive Puerto Rican woman from the New York and New Jersey Harbor Authority at The Aviary bar on the Upper West Side and flying home. She probably thought he saw the price of the cocktails and bailed. Not big or clever.


Now he was away from the shrinks, he could let all the fury rise to the surface. Possibly punch a wall or two. But he knew that would be a waste of energy and maybe his carpal bones. He needed to get home. He needed to find out if Barbara’s tame Russian was on the level. For crying out loud, he just wanted Izzy and Ruby back. Alive. Was that too much to fucking ask?


The metal door opened and Riley glimpsed the two SUPO men who had arrested him before a long streak of piss in a sharp blue suit ducked into his cell. The newcomer straightened up and adjusted his tie while the door clanged shut behind him. He was thirty or so, with a blond fringe of floppy hair, and the bulletproof confidence of his class.


‘Staff Sergeant Riley. I am George Hutton of the Embassy’s Legal Affairs Department. Do you mind if I sit?’


‘Be my guest.’


With some awkwardness, the newcomer folded his long limbs into the armchair and put his briefcase down next to him. It was like watching a leggy foal make itself comfortable. Riley waited until Hutton had finished unbuttoning his jacket and smoothing his tie before he asked: ‘What is this bollocks? Who sent you? And can you get me out of here?’


Hutton opened his case with long, bony fingers that suggested he could have had a career as a concert pianist and took out a slim folder. ‘So, Staff Sergeant Riley. In a bit of a pickle, eh?’


‘Not really. The charge is espionage, for fuck’s sake. I’m innocent.’


‘Espionage and, additionally, compromising the security of the nation.’


‘Like I said, it’s bollocks. Do I look like a spy? I’m just here to try and get to the bottom of—’


Hutton had flicked open the folder and was peering down at it when he interrupted. ‘What happened to your wife and daughter, I know. I also know that you met with a Russian operative—’


‘Former operative.’


‘Don’t be naïve, Riley,’ he snapped, the chummy demeanour evaporating like spit on a hot griddle. Riley took another look at him. High cheekbones with a face just the right side of gaunt, a wide mouth that didn’t open when he smiled and eyes that were a startling green. When he spoke, you got a glimpse of teeth that were a shade too white.


‘There is no such thing as a “former” or “Ex-” KGB man,’ he said. ‘Their loyalties and service has simply passed to its various successors.’ That slit of a smile pulled across his face.


The penny dropped with a loud clatter. ‘Legal Affairs? For fuck’s sake. You’re Six, aren’t you?’


Hutton answered with a noncommittal wave of those preternaturally long fingers. ‘And you have, um, associations with MI6’s sister organisation across the river.’


He meant Five. ‘I think “associations” is a bit strong. I helped them out some time back. And if you know that, then you know I am not a spy.’


‘Well, let’s see, shall we? Can you start from the beginning?’


‘Which beginning?’ There were plenty to choose from. Afghanistan. Nottingham. Scotland. The Emirates Stadium. Padstow.


‘Your meeting with…’ Hutton allowed a flicker of distaste to show on his face. ‘Colonel Brodsky.’





Dom Riley was not surprised that there was an Irish pub in Helsinki. They were everywhere in the world, as ubiquitous as Starbucks or Maccie Ds. He was taken aback, however, to learn that the Finnish capital could somehow support a dozen shamrock-and-stout establishments.


He was sitting in the latest addition to the list, Mary’s Shebeen, situated not far from the Nordmann department store. Despite the name, it wasn’t decorated like an illicit drinking den, but riffed on the classic Dublin pubs, plenty of dark wood, etched and stained glass, intimate snugs, signed hurling shirts and an ornate ceiling stained nicotine yellow in honour of the cigarette smoke it had never seen.


He was the sole occupant of a booth, distressed green leather under his arse and a ruinously expensive Jameson’s in front of him. He took a sip of the whiskey, a few quids’ worth by his reckoning. Part of him wanted to down it in one and order another. And then another. Numbing the higher centres of his brain, the ones that questioned the wisdom of meeting a man in an Irish pub in a foreign capital, a liaison that had taken weeks to set up, thanks to careful work by his grandmother, using the famous but mysterious ‘back channels’. Helsinki was agreed as a venue because it was where the Russian said he felt safest. The UK was out of the question; he had history there, and he didn’t want to be seen consorting with an agent of a foreign power on home soil. Finland, though, was acceptable to him.


Apart from the fact that Riley probably didn’t have enough limit on his credit cards to drink himself unconscious at Helsinki prices, he had seen what alcohol had done to his mother’s brain. He didn’t want to inherit that particular family jewel.


Riley had been drinking pretty heavily before the incident at Fort Mansell. He had gone up a gear or two afterwards, while waiting for Barbara to put this meeting in Helsinki together. He knew full well the booze was a crutch, a tool designed to facilitate a retreat into a fantasy world. One where Izzy and Ruby were home and safe from harm, instead of…


No good ever came from that speculation. Plus he needed whatever wits he had left to deal with a retired KGB colonel. So, despite the temptation, Riley sipped.


There was a chance that the man he was meeting would have information on them. On who had taken them. They had been snatched in Cornwall, well over a year earlier. He felt constant guilt that it was his fault that they had been taken. That, because of his job and his history, Ruby had been kidnapped and…


No. They’re alive. You know they’re alive.


That was his old friend Nick, the ATO blown in half before his very eyes by an Afghan bomb, a less frequent visitor to his head these days. He was, at best, an unreliable source of information. Him being dead and all.


Yup. No wonder you need to see a shrink.


Riley flexed his left hand, trying to rid it of the pins and needles that sometimes invaded it. His body had recovered well from his exposure to a sarin-like nerve agent during his last proper ATO assignment, but sometimes he got a neural reminder of just how lucky he had been.


He heard the squeak of the main door opening and the tap of a cane on the tiled floor. This could be his contact. But Riley didn’t look. If it was his man, he’d make himself known. Riley was the amateur spy here. He would do well to remember that.


The metal ferrule on the cane tapped its way to the bar. A few minutes later a man of some bulk, dressed in an overcoat with a fur collar and a tall homburg on his head, struggled into the booth, wheezing. In his left hand he held the walking stick and in the right was a pint of Guinness. A moustache of creamy foam was sitting on his top lip.


‘I got the taste for the black stuff in London,’ the man said, once he had recovered his breath, putting the cane on the seat next to him and wiping away the froth from his mouth with the back of his hand. ‘Of course, not as good as you can get at the Toucan Bar in Soho, but perfectly acceptable. Dominic Riley, I assume?’


Riley hesitated a moment before answering. ‘Yes. You must be Colonel Brodsky.’ Riley had asked Barbara how he would know Brodsky, but she had assured him the man would find him.


Pavel Brodsky examined Riley carefully and Dom returned the favour. The Russian was moon-faced, with few wrinkles, but with eyebags you could store handfuls of change in. His turkey-wattle neck and veined hands betrayed his longevity. If Barbara was right, he had to be well into his eighties. ‘Thank you for meeting with me.’


‘I am on holiday. That’s all this is. A short break from my little house in St Petersburg. A chance to see some Finnish art. I am a big fan of Jorma Hautala and of Helene Schjerfbeck, of course. And to drink a Guinness or two. Do you know there are a dozen Irish bars in Helsinki?’ His English was excellent, with barely a trace of an accent.


‘So I’ve heard, colonel.’


‘Former colonel. And call me Pavel.’ He took a hefty sup of his pint. ‘You are a bomb disposal man, I hear.’


‘We call them ATOs. Ammunition Technical Officers. But yes. Was one.’ Am one?


‘Afghanistan?’


Riley nodded.


‘You are a brave man, then.’


He wasn’t sure whether the Russian meant because of his role as a soldier neutralising improvised explosive devices or just because he’d been to Afghan. He had had no choice in the latter, and he was good at the former. ‘I’m not sure bravery comes into it.’


‘Perhaps not. But we have something in common, I suspect. We never want to see Afghanistan again.’


Riley was more ambivalent than that about the country – true, half the population seemed to want you dead, but it had a rugged beauty and simplicity that he sometimes missed. In terms of not wishing to revisit the places where so many comrades lost lives and limbs, though, that was a given. So he just gave another incline of his head.


The Russian’s features softened and his shoulders relaxed. It was as if Riley had passed some test. ‘How is Barbara? Well? Bearing up, as you say?’


Riley knew he meant since the death of his grandfather, Henry Clifford-Brown. Murdered, Riley and others suspected, by agents of the Russian state. But now wasn’t the time to bring that up. There was a little dance to be done first.


‘Coping. I suppose she is as well as can be expected. The loss of both her husband and her home hit her hard. But she has a flat in London now. And she’s a tough old bird.’


Brodsky’s substantial and wiry eyebrows twitched towards the brim of his Homburg. He took his hat off and placed it with the cane. ‘I shouldn’t let her hear you say that. She was quite a beauty in her day. But then I was handsome and dashing once.’ He chortled to himself. ‘Ah, Barbara. It was Henry I came across first, of course. In Bangkok. I met Barbara later, when Henry and she were in Moscow and Paris. And again in London. A remarkable woman.’


‘She is.’ It was only latterly he had begun to appreciate just how remarkable she was. On the outside, you only saw an elderly, slightly stooped woman with arthritic hands. If you could look into her past, you would find a very capable, very ruthless agent of Her Majesty’s secret services. But enough of the skipping down memory lane, Riley thought. He needed to bring it back to the main purpose of his visit to the city. However, he was not the lead partner in this pas de deux. ‘I’m grateful she got in touch and you agreed to help.’


‘I am sorry about what happened to Henry. Death by lethal injection. Premeditated murder, I should say, given the way it was hidden under a nicotine patch. It was wrong. It was unnecessary.’


Unnecessary? Riley thought. But he didn’t challenge him. Brodsky came from a world where murder was sometimes deemed very necessary indeed.


Brodsky supped once more and fixed Riley with a stare that might have been threatening. It was certainly uncomfortably intense. ‘And it was rogue elements within the state security apparatus. The killing of your grandfather was not officially sanctioned. I think perhaps you should look closer to home.’


Riley’s mouth kicked into gear before he could stop it. The words came out as a growl. ‘Rogue elements? Isn’t that what you people always say when your schemes go south?’


The Russian’s head moved from side to side as he considered this. ‘There is some truth in that,’ he eventually admitted. ‘But it wasn’t one of my schemes, you understand. The bombings. The murders. In my time such idiocy would have finished with a bullet in the back of the head.’ He sounded like he missed the old days. ‘Like your grandmother, I am retired. But like her, I keep some channels open.’ From inside the overcoat the Russian extracted a magazine-sized guide to Helsinki. He laid it on the table and slid it across. ‘Can you put your telephone on the table please? I want to be sure you are not recording this.’


Riley did as he was asked. Brodsky tapped the Home button to make sure it was off.


‘Thank you. I’m assuming I don’t have to frisk you?’


Riley opened his jacket. ‘Be my guest.’


Brodsky nodded his satisfaction and tapped the magazine. ‘In here is a piece of paper which contains all that I have discovered about the events leading up to the disappearance of your wife and daughter.’


‘More than a year ago now,’ Riley reminded him. ‘Since then, nothing. No ransom demand. No blackmail attempts. No claims of responsibility.’ Just the torture of silence.


‘Once you have digested its contents, I would like you to dispose of the paper. By which I mean, I do not want it to leave this building. Understood?’


‘Understood.’ He was keen for the Russian to fuck off now and let him read the damn document.


Brodsky sensed his impatience, reached over and squeezed Riley’s shoulder. ‘Do not get your hopes up. It is not good news, I am afraid.’


Riley started to speak, but Brodsky raised a hand to silence him. He finished his pint and wiped his mouth for the final time. ‘Tell Barbara if she ever wants to visit St Petersburg, she will be most welcome. I don’t think she got across to the Hermitage when she was stationed in Moscow. It is a marvel.’ He struggled to his feet and slid out of the booth, collecting hat and cane as he did so. ‘I hope you find what you are looking for. I assure you, though, you have been searching in the wrong place.’


Riley felt a familiar fizz of anger and bottled it. ‘So where is the right place?’


The Russian shrugged. ‘That’s not my job, son.’


It took a monumental force of will not to stand up and grab him by the throat. ‘That doesn’t help.’


A thin smile this time. ‘I wish you luck, Dominic Riley. I know what it means to lose family.’


Riley found that no words would come. Not with a steady voice. He gave a nod as a farewell and Brodsky left, limping his way to the door. Riley would bet a fistful of roubles there was quite a story behind that gammy leg.


He waited a few minutes before he scooped up the guide and headed for the gents, only to be confronted with gender neutral toilets. All the cubicles were unoccupied, however, so he selected the farthest one and locked himself in. Then he flicked through the pages of the magazine until he found a single sheet of paper, with typed text on both sides. He had to read it several times before he could take it all in.


It had been called Operation Reznya. Carnage. An apt name. Its aim was to sow further confusion in the UK in the midst of the post-Brexit chaos. The public would begin to think society was breaking down, with bombing campaigns by the Muslim radicals, the far right and a resurgent IRA. As a bonus, the events would be a cover for taking out several Russian dissidents who had proved a thorn in Putin’s side. It was instigated by something called Directorate 14 and given to the shadowy Unit 29155 for execution. The latter had managed to infiltrate two teams of three Russian agents into the UK completely undetected. One of them succeeded in recruiting a bomb-maker of Afghan origin, which was where Riley had come in, being an expert on that country’s range of lethal devices.


According to the document, all of the Russian agents were exfiltrated when Carnage was deemed to have run its course. In fact, there was a feeling it had overstepped the mark and the agents were reprimanded. What did ‘reprimanded’ mean in Putin’s Russia? Nothing trivial, he hoped. Maybe one of Brodsky’s bullets to the back of the skull.


The last sentence was handwritten, probably by Brodsky. There is no evidence that any of the operatives had anything to do with the subsequent disappearance of Staff Sergeant Dominic Riley’s wife and daughter.


What the fuck? These were the guys who exposed him to a nerve agent, leaving him with pins and needles, slightly out-of-whack tastebuds and a liver running at eighty per cent capacity. And they had taken Izzy and Ruby as part of the whole sick undertaking. No evidence?


He read the sentence again. Bullshit is what it was. It was the ‘rogue elements’ nonsense all over again – blame anyone rather than take responsibility. He tore the page into confetti and flushed it away, dumping the magazine among the used paper towels on the way out.


His fists were clenched as he crossed back to finish his whiskey. That familiar feeling of wanting to punch something was on him. Or someone. But the more rational part of his brain thought it best not to start with the man standing next to his booth.


He had mousy brown hair, with a fringe cut like he was auditioning for the part of Spock in yet another Star Trek reboot, and an oval face with a long beak of a nose planted dead centre. His grey eyes came with only one setting: suspicious. He was wearing a knee-length leather coat over a black polo neck and trousers. His friend Philip ‘Scooby’ Roscoe sometimes went for that look: Nick Fury, Agent of SHIELD as portrayed by Samuel L. Jackson. Except, in Roscoe’s case, the eyepatch was the real deal. So, apparently, was his warning: watch out for the Finns. The cops, the spooks. They’re paranoid.


Riley glanced towards the exit. There was another character there, also rocking the man-in-black look and big enough to almost fill the doorway completely. Riley guessed that doing a runner would be futile.


‘Dominic Riley?’ the one in front of him asked.


‘Who’s asking?’ Cop or spook?


The man reached into the right-hand pocket of his shiny coat and produced a wallet, which he flipped open. ‘I am Inspector Lars Wendell of the Suojelupoliisi.’


Riley looked blank. The dumbness wasn’t an act. He had never heard of whatever they were called.


‘SUPO,’ Wendell said and the shortened version rang a vague bell with Riley. ‘The Finnish Security Intelligence Service.’


‘How can I help?’ Riley asked.


‘By making this as easy as possible. I am afraid you are to be detained under Article 579 of Section Five of the penal code.’


Riley glanced at the fridge-sized SUPO man blocking the exit. He hadn’t shrunk any. And now he had pulled back his jacket to show the holstered sidearm clipped onto his belt. Glock 9mm. ‘And what’s Article 579?’ Riley asked.


From his other pocket Lars Wendell produced a pair of Mil-Tec handcuffs and held them out. ‘Espionage.’










THREE


Hutton had been taking notes while Riley spoke. He looked up from his pad when he sensed the story was done and said: ‘Is that it?’


‘Yes. Did the Finns arrest Brodsky too?’


‘SUPO isn’t stupid. They have to tread carefully. Russia is still a very unpredictable neighbour. Arresting the colonel would cause a diplomatic incident.’


‘And I’m not a diplomatic incident? Innocent British bloke arrested for spying on trumped-up charges.’


‘Well, I’m here, aren’t I?’ Hutton said, not too reassuringly. A junior MI6 officer hardly counted as sending a gunboat. ‘Look, it’s very difficult coming from an island as we do but imagine having Russia as a neighbour. Imagine seeing what it has done, with impunity in some cases, in Crimea, Georgia and Ukraine.’


‘And Salisbury and Nottingham,’ Riley reminded him. Russia didn’t have to be right next door to cause a rumpus.


‘And as you can imagine, after Crimea, the Finns are very nervous about another land grab.’


‘And that’s something to do with me?’ Riley sighed. ‘Why don’t you just explain everything to SUPO. Sorry, misunderstanding. Let me off with a slapped wrist and a warning not to talk to strange men in Irish pubs again.’


‘I wish it were that simple.’ He slid the folder back into his case, as if they were done.


‘I need to get home.’


Hutton shook his head. ‘You’ll need to be patient.’


Not a strength, Riley thought. ‘So, what’s next?’


‘SUPO has to apply for a detention order. Which means a court appearance. I’ll sort you out legal representation. Don’t worry, we have Finnish-speaking lawyers. Devil of a language, you know. I get by with Swedish. And I’ll make sure you have an interpreter if need be. But most of SUPO have good English.’


Riley finally gave in to pacing, crossing the cell in three quick strides. ‘How long can they keep me for? Before the court appearance? I have to get back. If what happened to Izzy and Ruby wasn’t down to the Russians…’ A surge of helplessness, a glance into the abyss, then gone. ‘I can’t stay here.’


‘Four days, I’m afraid,’ Hutton said, looking genuinely pained.


‘Can I make a phone call?’ Riley asked.


‘To your legal representative, once I have assigned you one, probably. To anyone else? I suspect not. Not until the detention order is in place.’


He strode back and stood over Hutton. ‘What? You have to be joking.’


‘Well obviously, I’ll see what I can do behind the scenes.’ Hutton extricated himself from the chair and held his hand out. Riley didn’t take it.


‘But you could make a call for me.’


Hutton dropped the hand and pointed at the door. ‘I had to surrender my mobile phone to the guards,’ he said. ‘Standard procedure.’


‘Not now, you idiot. From the Embassy. You could call from the Embassy.’


‘I could, I suppose. Did you have anyone in particular in mind?’


Damn right he did. Two people, in fact.










FOUR


‘Do I look like the sort of person who would take a cruise?’ Barbara Clifford-Brown demanded of the young man sitting across the computer-clogged desk before her.


‘They’re not as you imagine, Mrs Clifford-Brown,’ Sebastian Virgo, the travel agent, assured her. ‘Not at all regimented. The days of having to dine with the same people night after night are long gone. There’s top notch entertainment. Very good speakers. And they are excellent value for money.’


She was in the cramped offices of Autry & Cole, a venerable travel company just behind Berry Bros & Rudd in St James’s. It had survived in the twenty-first century thanks in part to the fact that the Intelligence Services often used it for non-sensitive travel arrangements. This visit, though, was for personal reasons. She simply fancied a holiday. The days of MI6 sending her abroad in the guise of a mere tourist were well behind her.


‘I’m not bothered about that,’ said Barbara firmly.


If she was, her next stop wouldn’t be to the Dukes Hotel for her weekly £21 martini. ‘I’m bothered about the company I would be keeping.’


‘Ah, well, choose your ship carefully,’ Virgo suggested.


‘I’m going to carefully choose not to choose any ship at all. What else have you got?’


‘Well, what about a safari? A luxury tented…’ His voice trailed off as he caught the look on her face. He tapped his keyboard again, nervously this time.


‘Rome?’


‘Overcrowded.’ Before he could add anything, she made a pre-emptive strike. ‘Too many tourists. And that goes for Florence, Barcelona, Amsterdam, Venice, Dubrovnik and Porto. The latter has too many hills, as well. The same with Lisbon, of course.’


‘Berlin?’


‘Bad memories.’


The image of a young man with a hole in the back of his skull, the pillow under his head stained a deep claret, flashed before her. She batted it away.


‘New York?’


Her face creased into a wistful smile. ‘Ah. Too many good memories.’ Harry Devonport. CIA. A handsome devil. Still lived in the city. ‘Wouldn’t want to spoil them.’


‘What about China?’ asked Virgo. ‘Going in through Hong Kong?’


She couldn’t keep the surprise from her voice. ‘You are joking?’


‘No. Why? There’s no political unrest there at the moment, if that’s what is worrying you.’


It wasn’t. Well, not entirely. She reminded herself that this youngster, who was born after the Hong Kong handover, even if he was aware of the recent turmoil in the territory, would have no idea about the years when it was a hotbed of espionage. Her concern was a big wheel in the Ministry of State Security called Huang Jin who, when he was a mere field agent, had tried to have her kidnapped in Hong Kong and spirited to the mainland. It later transpired the idea was to trade her for one of their own who was languishing in an HK prison. She had had to hurt Huang to prevent that scenario coming to pass. The horrible man had lost a finger as a result of their encounter. She didn’t want to be seen as unfinished business to him. So, even discounting the last few years’ heavy-handed aggression that demonstrated a disdain for anything approaching democracy and transparency, China was definitely off the bucket list.


‘The Caribbean?’


‘Um.’ She couldn’t think of anyone she had killed, seduced or maimed in that part of the world.


‘Bequia. Lovely little island…’


‘You have any information?’


‘I can email you some,’ said Virgo, relieved at this breakthrough. ‘Grenada and Bequia make an excellent combination.’


‘Very well. And Jamaica, too. I hear good things.’ Perhaps she would stay at GoldenEye. There was a pleasing irony in that, swanning around Ian Fleming’s old place, a real spy in the home that helped spawn a fictional one. The writer had been a friend of Rory, her first husband, but she wouldn’t let that darken the thought. She rose to leave and the young man said quickly: ‘I’ll add some cruise information on, too.’


She looked down at Virgo and he seemed to shrink into himself. A flash of pity stayed her tongue. ‘Very well,’ Barbara said, as she gathered up her handbag. ‘But I shan’t promise to read it.’


As she walked across to Dukes, Barbara thought of Dominic, out in Helsinki, meeting that old rogue Pavel Brodsky. Dom was on the trail of the oprichniki – most likely from Unit 29155 or similar – that had not only murdered Henry but seem to have taken poor Dom’s ex-wife and child. Would Brodsky be truthful? Give Dominic an honest account of whatever he found? Well, Barbara had said that if he didn’t, she would spit-roast Brodsky’s privates over hot coals. She would like to think the Russian believed her. She put the meeting out of her mind for the moment. No good fretting about an asset running in the field until you had something worth fretting about.


Similarly she had spent many hours worrying, like Dom, about her great-granddaughter Ruby. She wasn’t as close to the girl as she should be – her mother Izzy had always limited her and Henry’s access, out of some sort of spite, she suspected – but the thought of the little girl coming to harm was distressing in the extreme. But the constant anguish had threatened her health. So now she coped by thinking of Ruby and her mother as operatives, missing on an operation. It helped her deal with the situation, to offer perspective and distance. Agents went missing. It happened in her day, it probably did still.


Once inside Dukes, Gilberto, the dark-haired, white-jacketed barman, ushered her through to the smaller, cosier section of the bar and, without having to ask her preference, went off to fetch the mixing trolley.


Would Henry roll in his grave – or, in fact, turn in his urn – if he knew how much the drink was going to cost? In all likelihood. In his later years he had become somewhat parsimonious, sometimes spilling over into tight-fistedness. But the buildings insurance after the fire that gutted Dunston Hall – collateral damage from the explosion that killed the oligarch who lived next door – and Henry’s life insurance policy and astute pension arrangements meant she now had a robust bank balance.


She had imagined she would be bereft at the loss of so many keepsakes, books, furniture, paintings and sculptures in the conflagration. But she had found it incredibly refreshing to start again with a clean slate, as it were. Luckily, Henry had kept some sentimental papers and photographs – including his early letters to her – and important documents, such as their wills, in the care of Coutts. So, at least she had some mementos.


When she thought of Henry, his letters, she felt a sharp pain behind her breastbone. Acid reflux, she had thought the first few times, but eventually she had realised it was a physical manifestation of her loss. She missed him, his presence around the place, the heft of him, solid and reassuring, on the increasingly infrequent occasions when they shared a bed. But Henry didn’t dominate her thoughts or actions. Barbara had always been her own woman, her own kind of spy, rather than part of a double act.


The chink of glass-on-glass heralded the arrival of the martini trolley. Gilberto set about coating the inside of the frozen glass with a graphene-thin layer of vermouth. ‘How are you today, Mrs Clifford-Brown?’


‘I’m well, Gilberto, thank you. Apparently I have reached the age where I have no option but to take a cruise.’


He gave a little chortle and a grin spread across his normally serious features.


‘Is it that funny? A woman of my age escaping to sea? Is it a cliché? Do tell what’s so amusing.’


She must have let a little vinegar leak into the last sentence, because Gilberto flinched. ‘Forgive me, Mrs Clifford-Brown. I was just remembering. Reminiscing. I worked two seasons on a cruise ship. For Costa. You know it?’


She shook her head. ‘Like the coffee places?’


‘No, no. An Italian line. Big ships. It was fun.’ That smile again. ‘Hard work, but fun.’


It took her a few seconds to realise that the tinny music she could hear – the opening of Beethoven’s Fifth – was coming from her bag. She looked at Gilberto, nonplussed. She could imagine Henry, a prominent member of the generation who loathed mobile communications, tutting at the thought of her picking up the handset. The only thing worse than taking a phone call in a public place is making one.


‘Answer it, Mrs Clifford-Brown, please,’ said Gilberto, looking around to make sure they were alone. ‘There’s nobody to disturb.’


‘Except you.’


‘I’m here to serve, Signora,’ he said, flashing the smile with his eyes this time. She could imagine what sort of fun the handsome young man had got up to on his Costa cruise liner.


She fetched the phone. Unknown number. It better not be someone asking if she’d had an accident that wasn’t her fault. She was ready to give such people both barrels and follow it with a butt-clubbing.


‘Hello?’


It was worse than an ambulance chaser. The words tumbled over each other on their way out. ‘It’s me. You’ve got to help. Please. I’m in big trouble.’


Barbara kept her voice steady and calm. ‘What kind of trouble?’


‘They’ve put me in prison.’


Barbara gave a deep sigh. This again? ‘No, it’s not a prison. It’s the new home we found for you, sweetie.’


‘They won’t let me out, Mum!’


That’s because you’ll go straight to the nearest shop and buy a bottle of Gordon’s. ‘I’ll come and see you first thing. I’ll sort this out.’ Rachel, her daughter, Dominic’s mother, was suffering from a wicked form of alcoholic dementia known as Korsakoff’s syndrome. When she moved back to London, Barbara had found a place for her in a decent care home in Amersham. ‘I’ll be in first thing. Is that all right, sweetie?’


Rachel’s voice quivered. ‘I suppose so.’


‘I’ll see you then. Promise.’


Barbara made a mental note to call the home and book a visit. After a succession of goodbyes and reassurances, she clicked off and felt the familiar stab of guilt at the fact that it was the child in the care home slowly losing her marbles, when it should have been her. But there was nothing to be done. The option of Barbara looking after Rachel at home, especially now she was alone, was out of the question. She had just turned her attention back to her rapidly warming martini when the blasted mobile rang again.


It was Kate Muraski of MI5, someone she had once underrated, if not actually disliked, but Barbara’s frosty attitude had thawed somewhat toward her when the young woman had proved herself a capable operative. And she had looked after Dom in the wake of the Emirates Stadium incident. She now trusted Muraski enough to share her mobile phone number with her. ‘Kate?’


‘Yes. Barbara. Thank God. I’ve just had a call from a Six man in Helsinki. Hutton. He was trying to call you.’


‘I was speaking to my daughter. Was it about Dom?’


‘Yes.’


‘Is he all right?’


‘No,’ said Kate. ‘He’s in prison.’


Barbara groaned. ‘Christ on a bicycle. Not him as well.’










FIVE


Captain Harald Nansen stood on the quay at Southampton and watched the glass rectangle – nicknamed the Flying Carpet – move smoothly down the side of his vessel towards the dock. Inside was a group of travel writers who had just been given a tour of his liner (never referred to as ‘cruise ship’, in his earshot). The event had opened with a speech by Nansen, questions from the floor, followed by canapés and champagne and then, in small groups, a tour of Rapide, the pride of Anglo-American Lines. It held that position by default – it was actually the only ship that A-AL had, until its sister Rapier emerged from Nantes’ Chentiers de l’Atlantique shipyards in eighteen months’ time.


He watched with some pride as the transparent box – about the size of three shipping containers, joined end-to-end – kissed dry land. The door slid back and out they came towards the waiting coaches, a group of journalists, bloggers and influencers.


He looked up at Rapide, trying to see it with fresh eyes, to tap into what the writers must have thought on first encountering the ship. Perhaps, in comparison to his forebear (so family myth had it) Fridtjof’s Nansen’s Fram, his new vessel lacked a little elegance. But that was all relative – the engineers and architects had studied the great transatlantic liners of old, and clever design cues meant Rapide looked less like a floating office block or refrigerator than many of her contemporaries.


As the transfer coaches filled up with the assorted hacks and pulled away, heading for Southampton railway station, he heard a squeal of tyres as a car cornered at speed. It signalled the arrival of the captain’s next appointment, one of the many VIPs A-AL hoped to attract to Rapide.


Onto the quay came a low, aggressive-looking sports car. Apart from the shout of money, the tyres were the only things that made a noise. This Koenigsegg had been modified to run on battery power and so proceeded along the dockside to the loading bay in near-silence. Nansen watched with a quiet envy, knowing he would never be able to afford any model of the Swedish hypercar. His brother in New York had bought a flashy Pagani once that was worth half a million dollars or more. But he worked for a company that was like something out of the TV show Billions. When there was a bull market, they all had obscene cars. Leased, just in case bull market became bear. Which was just as well, because with Jakob things had a habit of going bull-to-bear pretty quickly.


That reminded Nansen that he had promised to have a drink with Jakob in London, once Rapide’s short shakedown cruise around the British Isles was completed. In his younger brother’s books ‘having a drink’ meant getting what young people called ‘wavy’ and what he knew as ‘completely pissed’. Nansen would try to make it a lunch. Jakob was more controlled at that time of day.


The electric car came to a halt and both doors opened at once. Nansen straightened his uniform jacket again and strode purposefully towards the vehicle. The young man who exited from the driver’s side did not appear old enough to own a £1million-plus car. He looked like a surfer, with a mop of unkempt hair, a few days’ carefully cultivated stubble and a face with an impish grin plastered across it, as if he had just thought of a filthy joke. He was dressed – as he always was in the many paparazzi-snapped photographs that regularly appeared in the print media and online – in jeans and a Supreme T-shirt, the company’s logo written across his chest in gold.


This was Christian Ledgard, tall, scruffily fashionable, with a pair of classic Aviator sunglasses clamped onto his nose. In all the pictures Nansen had seen in the press and online of the man, the shades had never been off, even when surfing. The slacker image was a construct, however. Nansen had done his research. He had uncovered a Q&A interview in the Business section of the Sunday Times. In it the young man had emerged as one of those driven people who is up before 5am every day to check emails and hit the gym or drive to catch an early-morning wave.


The article had told Nansen that Ledgard’s wealth came from cryptocurrency. Not necessarily from his own virtual money, Klondike, a version of Bitcoin that was as volatile as the original. No, in the wake of the fraudulent OneCoin scandal, most of his fortune came from designing legitimate ‘mining’ systems for others, such as Google and HSBC, which he then licensed to them. He had, apparently, turned down millions for the company.


One thing the article hadn’t mentioned – something he had let slip with the cruise company’s PR – was that this technocrat, for all his belief in toys of the modern world, was afraid of flying. Hence his choice to cross the Atlantic aboard Rapide.


A pair of long, tanned legs emerged from the passenger door, belonging to Christian’s wife, Shelby Ledgard. She had the artfully cut blonde hair, smooth forehead, subtly exposed cleavage, pouty lips and honeyed skin of the selfie-ready social-media socialite. That was exactly what she had been, a woman who knew how to build a profile from thin air, and it had made her a perfect brand ambassador for any company determined to target millennials.


Nansen’s reading suggested that, although she looked like a contestant on Love Island, she was far from shallow waters. She had a business degree from a Russell Group university and had managed to scupper the Mail’s suggestion that she was a trophy wife and gold digger by publishing her pre-nuptial agreement with Ledgard, forgoing all rights to any of his fortune in perpetuity.


He switched his attention back to the driver.


The young man was gazing up at Rapide with some admiration. He even lifted his sunglasses to get a better view. Nansen held out his hand as he reached the Koenigsegg. ‘Mr Ledgard?’


He tore his attention from the liner and, with just a moment’s hesitation, took the captain’s hand. ‘Yes.’


‘Captain Harald Nansen. Welcome to Rapide.’


After they had shaken, Nansen turned to Mrs Ledgard and touched his cap in salute. ‘Mrs Ledgard. You are most welcome. Would you like a look around?’


‘I think that is rather the point of being here, isn’t it?’ she said flatly. Nansen had a sense that she would rather not be there. Not so much chilled, as permafrost. She pulled out her phone and began to tap on the screen, barely glancing at the ship towering over them. Then she looked up at him. ‘You can get us to New York in six days?’


‘We have to be there for the start of the Gumball Classic,’ added her husband. This was, Nansen knew, a coast-to-coast ‘rally’ for the well-heeled.


‘Because the QM2 takes seven,’ said Mrs Ledgard.


In fact, Nansen was well aware that the Queen Mary 2 could do it in five, maybe even less, but it would roughly triple the fuel bill, which would ramp up the fares. Plus, a captive audience for a week meant more income from the passengers in bars, casinos, art galleries and concessions.


‘Of course,’ the captain assured them. ‘Weather permitting.’


‘You know I’m only considering this because Chris here won’t fly? I mean, isn’t it boring being at sea for so long?’ Mrs Ledgard asked. ‘Nothing but bad magic shows? And geriatric tea dances?’ She flashed him a megawatt grin as insincere as it was dazzling.


Nansen couldn’t help but think she was taunting him. ‘We are a disrupter, Mrs Ledgard. This is a different demographic to more conventional ships. One that doesn’t expect tired old cruise ship entertainment. No cheesy magicians. No novelty acts. No washed-up actors plugging their memoirs. People who want Goldie, Afrojack or Saz on the decks, rappers like Lord Apex or Louis Culture on stage and Spielberg introducing the films.’ The latter was not quite true. The director had ‘curated’ a season, complete with filmed appearances, but they couldn’t get him in person.


‘It is also a generation that expects to be able to control everything from their phone. That’s what the Rapide app is for. Everything from extending the balcony in the best suites – which you’ll have, of course – lowering the blinds, running the bath, to booking spa treatments or asking for the wine to be opened before you go down for dinner at Rochelle Canteen or Gymkhana or The Breslin or any of the other seven restaurants. You can book time in the snow grotto, which has real snow, or the forest glade. There is even a “Bring Champagne” button. As it says, this a 5-Star-5G ship.’ He was impressed at how easily the pitch was tripping off his tongue now. He hadn’t been convinced that the attempt to attract a new market to cruising, Dalston or Williamsburg-on-sea, as he had cynically called it, was going to work. Now, Nansen thought he sounded positively evangelical.


Mrs Ledgard looked up from her screen, surprised. ‘You have 5G?’


‘Well, not while we’re at sea,’ Nansen admitted. ‘What we are suggesting is that this is the most advanced, wired ship on the ocean. And Wi-Fi is free, unlike with most other companies.’


‘Can we see the cabins?’ asked Ledgard. ‘There’ll be four of us travelling, my co-driver and his partner. Amber X.’ He said it in a manner that suggested Nansen should have heard of her. He made a mental note to do some research. ‘They’ll have a Twisted Land Rover. You have space?’


The captain was familiar with the “Twisted” version of the old workhorse – more power, more gizmos, a lot more money. ‘The garage will hold twelve vehicles. We only have passage booked for four so far.’


‘Excellent. Plus there’s two mechanics, Jim and Reece, but they’ll bunk in together. So. We’d like to see the cabins now.’


‘Of course.’ Nansen pointed towards the Flying Carpet. ‘If you’ll follow me.’


He set off, but Mrs Ledgard remained fixed to her iPhone, frowning down at the display. For a second, the captain recalled the old Norse superstitions about women on ships. He didn’t subscribe to such nonsense. But this was a maiden voyage. And, traditionally, on those, ships needed all the good luck they could get.


‘Shelby?’ Ledgard asked.


‘Yes, coming.’





Someone else was looking over the ship at that exact moment. Except he wasn’t doing it in person. The man who had taken the nom de plume BaseHeart for his online work had pulled up the schematics of the liner for perhaps the two hundredth time. Thanks to the many VR renderings Anglo-American had posted on its website to entice clients, as he looked at the blueprints, two dimensions resolved to three and black-and-white gave way to technicolor. Bright carpets rolled out along the passageways, panelling appeared on walls, chandeliers glinted high above the atrium, tables were colonised by linen and flatware. The passengers appeared and he could picture himself walking the decks, the wind whipping at his hair, descending the gilded staircase into the main dining room, slipping into a hydrotherapy pool in the spa or catching a show in one of the three theatres.


He imagined the soft burble of self-satisfied conversations in the smaller, more intimate premium restaurants. The choppy, nervous rhythms of nu-jazz. The laughter from the Second City comedy franchise. The inevitable whale song creeping out from the spa treatment rooms. Then the stunned silences. Followed by the first stirrings of anxiety.


Did you feel that?


What was it?


What’s that noise?


There it is again.


Oh my God.


Can you smell burning?


The first gasps of anxiety. The cold terror of hearing the alarm honk its warning. The crackle of the tannoy as the captain issues instructions, his voice robotically calm. The clatter of chairs overturned, the brittle noise of shattering china, the screams of children. The spread of panic, like a wildfire sparking through the ship. The slow tipping of the deck out of horizontal. The terrifying gush as thousands of gallons of sea water spew through the ragged gash in the side of the liner. The feral panic at the lifeboats, as a corrosive cocktail of survival instincts burn away the veneer of civilised behaviour. It will be a pack of beasts who clamber to safety.


Then Rapide slowly, almost elegantly, slides beneath the waves, ready to take its place on the rollcall of the wrecks on the bottom of the Atlantic. The lights flicker and fuse into darkness as the hungry sea runs through every electrical conduit. The stern lifts free from the water, the cracking and straining of stressed metal. The unearthly snap as the ship’s back breaks. A last farewell, a giant belch of air as the sea embraces her. Then, only the oily black swell, the orange dots of lifeboats and the terrified wailing of the survivors.


BaseHeart chuckled to himself. Well, it might not come to that.


But a man could dream.
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