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      “Don’t let the buggers grind you down”

      

      For Ken Clark

      My Granddad

      To the greatest man I ever knew.

      Thank you for everything.
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          One Thousand Yards

        

      

    

    
      The scope of the rifle glistened in the low winter sun. Just a small glimmer in a vast open landscape. Small and unnoticeable to the untrained eye. Stand in the right spot, and the reflection of the sun might turn a head or two, but that was it. Nothing more. Except that if you stood there and saw it, it would likely be the last thing you would ever see.

      Laid prone atop a moss-coloured tarp, with a sheet of camouflaged netting draped over his body, the stationary figure was all but invisible.

      The man with his finger on the trigger was called Lee, although the last time someone had used that name was before he left the army. No, he was Corser, and his heart rate was slow and his breathing controlled. He was a professional, and he had a job to do.

      Over twenty-four hours had passed since the mission had gone live, and most of that had been spent behind the wheel of a beat down Cadillac Brougham the colour of sleepy Autumn sunsets. The ride had been uneventful, with the vehicle eating up the miles like an obedient little beast, and by the time that Corser had arrived at the location, the only thing he had to report was a sore back.

      All his aches and pains had drifted into oblivion as he hiked up the hillside and settled in atop his tarp. The fresh winter breeze kept his senses sharp, and his mind focused. His eye rested against the scope, fixed on a spot far in the distance where a minuscule dirt track snaked out of the trees. Nothing moving. Nothing doing. All was calm for now.

      The cold wind didn’t bother him much. In the four hours since Corser had arrived, his body had acclimatised to the temperature. The initial shivers were long gone, though that had been through mental strength. Mind over matter. His body didn’t need to shake to stay warm. It only took a matter of minutes to overcome the compulsion.

      The view out across the plains was undisturbed and provided a decent scope of the land before him. The land wasn’t too steep, and the soil was still soft enough for his trowel to dig out a small alcove. Given the circumstances, he could hardly have asked for better conditions.

      In the distance, the truck appeared. Just a dot at first. Small and insignificant against the backdrop of giant pine trees, swaying gently in the light wind. Without the magnified scope of the rifle, it would have been invisible to the human eye. Even with it, Corser could only just make it out. A plume of dirt rose high into the cold winter sky as it weaved along the narrow track.

      Corser followed the truck on its trajectory through the scope of the rifle. A Barrett Model Ninety. Bolt-action. The masterpiece of Barrett Firearms Company. Designed in 1990 and produced for five years. A smaller rifle than most that came before, and the magazine could only carry five rounds. Compared to newer models, it was starting to show its age, but even though it was now a product over ten years old, it still held a place in Corser’s heart. Twelve lives were lost to this rifle. Twelve rounds had hit their mark.

      Making a judgement call, Corser decided the truck was travelling at approximately thirty-five miles per hour. That, he assumed, had to be the maximum speed a vehicle of that calibre could achieve on a dirt road. The bumps and drops would make short work of the suspension, and there were more than enough rocks jutting out of the track that could beach a smaller vehicle. Anything over thirty five was reckless, anything under was tedious.

      So thirty-five miles per hour was what he had to work with. Thirty-five miles per hour would put the target right within his sights in just under three minutes. Nine hundred and fourteen metres, or one thousand yards. Accounting for the wind—which at the moment was barely more than a light breeze—his elevation, and the speed of the truck, Corser estimated that a clean shot would suffer at least fifty-six feet of down force, and approximately thirty feet of drift—although with up to eighteen kilojoules of sheer power, the .50 BMG round suffered less drift. That meant that the spot Corser could see through the sights of his scope would not be the same spot the target’s head would travel through.

      Early December in Colorado was not ideal for visibility. Sunrise came around 0900 hours and set seven hours later at 1600. Dusk had already begun to creep across the land, but it could be no later than three in the afternoon. The temperature would drop a further twenty degrees Fahrenheit before midnight. Anything not bred to survive those kinds of temperatures would perish.

      To his right, Corser heard a disturbance. A small, insignificant sound, like a twig snapping or a stone tumbling. A forgettable action to most. Odds were in the favour of an unsuspecting animal, maybe a deer or a hare. But Corser was not a gambling man. A life like his was not built on guesswork. He rested the rifle back down onto the tarp and turned his head slowly towards the point of the disturbance.

      But there was nothing there. No deer. No hare. Nothing. It wasn’t the first time a noise had spooked him. Nor was it the first time he’d expected to see something only to discover that nature was playing games with him. None the less, Corser breathed a sigh of relief. Nothing was always better than something.

      He returned his gaze to the truck. It was a couple hundred yards closer to the target zone. Still travelling at a steady thirty five. The wind was no different. If anything, it was slightly calmer. Corser adjusted his estimated trajectory to accommodate.

      The second noise was a little louder, and a lot closer. His internal radar put the origin of the sound behind him. At his seven o’clock. If the first noise had been outside his comfort zone, the second was firmly deep inside. Any animal that close would have lit up at least a couple of warning lights in his mind. His ears had acclimatised to the serenity. Every rustle in the trees was logged and filed away in his mind. But now something had broke through his defences.

      Corser let go of the rifle once more and reached for the pistol resting beside him on the tarp. A Heckler & Koch USP semi-automatic, with a suppressor attached to the nozzle, and eighteen nine-millimetre rounds packed into the magazine. A precautionary measure, lest a cougar or hiker stumbled across his path.

      The angle of the noise made a simple observation all the more difficult. Corser had to shuffle onto his side to at least have some idea of the direction. If presented with danger, he was in a dire position to confront it.

      The truck was still at least one hundred and fifty seconds away. There was still a margin of wiggle room, and Corser wouldn’t be doing any wiggling if a man had a rifle pointed at the back of his skull.

      Corser moved his feet into position, adopting a horizontal version of a running athlete preparing for a race. Muscles prepped, he pounced forwards. Before the momentum was exhausted, he pushed himself up with his free hand and spun around to face the disruption. Pistol raised and trained on the spot his internal radar had determined to be the cause of the noise.

      A hare pricked his ears up and looked at Corser in horror. The predator had appeared. Before he had so much as a second to comprehend, the creature had darted away in terror. He breathed a sigh of relief.

      The sound of gunfire reached Corser’s ears a split second before the bullet hit the pistol suppressor and ricocheted up into the trees. The force and shock of the assault was enough for the pistol to eject from Corser’s one handed grip and tumble away down the hill.

      Out the corner of his eye, Corser caught sight of a small slender figure dressed in camouflage to his right. The figure was at least twenty feet from his position. His rifle was raised and pointed in Corser’s direction. Either the shot to his pistol was a calculated decision to disarm, or a hasty attempt to kill. Neither scenario played well for Corser, which left him with one option.

      He pounced at an angle, towards the hostile, but behind the cover of a tree. A second shot flew past his head by at least a few inches. A second miss erred towards the theory that the shooter was being hasty. A skilled marksman would know to expect movement from their target. But hasty worked for Corser.

      He didn’t stop behind the tree. No point. It wasn’t wide enough to provide full cover, and it would trap him to stay put. Instead, he swung around and threw his weight in the other direction. The zag to his previous zig. A pair of muffled thumps told him another two rounds had been fired. The first had followed his initial trajectory further down the hill, and the second was another awkward correction. Neither hit their mark.

      Corser had a clearer view of the attacker. He was male and had a thin figure that erred closer to malnourishment than a healthy lifestyle. And he was young too, at least ten years Corser’s junior. His eyes were wide, and full of surprise, just like that of the hare. He held the rifle up at an uncomfortable angle, and with every squeeze of the trigger he staggered back from the recoil. He was a fool of a man, but even fools could slay beasts with the right tools. Underestimating dumb luck would get Corser killed, and he would not allow a jackass like this to be the one to take him down.

      Corser feigned a movement forwards, but instead brought his weight down and backwards, spending the momentum in a heartbeat. He watched the gunman follow through with the ruse, and fire off another couple of rounds into the empty space ahead of him. The rifle kicked and got the better of him, and he struggled to keep the weapon down and under his control.

      Before he could reign his rifle back in, Corser had closed the gap, and with one powerful swipe, knocked the weapon from the hostile’s grasp. It cartwheeled aside and tumbled down into the root of a nearby tree. Out of play. No use to anyone.

      Corser didn’t let up. He threw a devastating right hook which hit the kid in the cheekbone. His face crumpled under the force, and he fell backwards into the tree. The blow had stunned him, so Corser kicked him in the shin and brought him to his knees. Before he could recover, Corser danced around behind him, slipped his arm around the hostile’s neck and squeezed.

      It didn’t take long to kill the stranger. Panicked hands grappled against his arms, but it was no use. The boa constrictor had found its prey, and it would never yield. Every ounce of muscle in Corser’s arms contracted and tensed and crushed, until there was nothing left of him. His body relaxed. His arms dropped to his side. His heart stopped.

      Corser dumped the corpse and riffled through the pockets. The number of people who knew Corser’s purpose were minimal. He had never seen this young man in his life. How had this man found him, and why had he decided to shoot on sight? His pockets were empty. A security measure. Whoever had sent him had to factor in the possibility that the mission would be a failure. Wars had been lost on a rogue slip of paper making its way into the wrong pair of hands. Was this the start of a war?

      Corser left the corpse where it lay and returned to his rifle. The mission was still active, and the truck had not slowed to account for the disturbance. He tucked himself back into the alcove and lifted up the rifle once more. His heart was racing. Adrenaline coursed through his body. Now was not the time for it. He needed calm. He needed peace. Everything relied on this very moment. Everything.

      Corser found the truck in his sights. It was so close now. Almost in range. One thousand yards. His heart thumped in his chest. He had never battled with doubt before. He was too good. Too precise. But today, the sense of unease poisoned his mind.

      Breathe in. Breathe out.

      Corser felt oxygen flood into his lungs. He held it there for a moment. Savoured it. Then exhaled, long and slow, until he was depleted. He shut off his mind. Rid it of doubt. Focused solely on the feeling as the cold, pure oxygen flowed in and out of his body.

      Breathe in. Breathe out.

      The truck was ten seconds away.

      Breathe in. Breathe out.

      His heart slowed. His mind relaxed. He listened to his heartbeat. He needed to fire between the beats when his fingers were most still.

      Breathe in. Breathe out.

      The truck soared down the dirt track and passed through into Corser’s world.

      Breathe in. Breathe out.

      He squeezed the trigger.

      The .50 BMG round exploded from the muzzle and cut through the cold December air in a fraction of a second. It cut across the one thousand yards between the rifle and the truck in the time it took for the kick of the rifle to dig into Corser’s arm. But in that incredible display of speed and power, Corser felt like time had slowed to a standstill. Through the scope, he watched the bullet sail through the sky. Watched it drop and drift as it made its way across the land until finally it hit its target.

      The bullet smashed into the ground just shy of the front right tyre and dug into the dirt, lost to the world. The truck driver completely unaware, for a second, at least.

      Corser fired the second of his available five rounds moments later. Adjusting for the change took little to no time, but he knew that it meant the odds of a second failure were higher.

      The second bullet hit the roof of the truck. While Corser was too far away to hear the impact, he knew the driver would be shitting bricks.

      Two bullets down and no progress. Cage was an honest man, but not a forgiving one. If Corser returned with bad news… well, it wasn’t worth thinking what punishment he would enact.

      He slid the third round into the chamber and corrected again. The driver had upped the speed.  Panicked by the ambush. The plume of dust jettisoning into the air behind the truck intensified, and it bounced higher on the track. A greater speed meant for a greater change in the trajectory. Corser ran the calculations in his mind and came to a conclusion.

      He aimed the rifle and fired.

      The third bullet smashed into the windscreen and hit the driver in the throat. As he watched through the magnified scope, blood splattered across the shattered screen, and hid the driver behind a wall of his own creation. The truck hooked right and flipped onto its side. It tumbled from the road, and came to a halt several yards down the verge, trapped between two rocks.

      Hastened by victory, Corser packed up his rifle and stuffed the canvas into his rucksack. He took the hike back to the Cadillac at close to a sprint. The terrain was rough, but nothing he wasn’t used to. He reached the car, climbed inside and fired up the engine, and traced the route back to the main dirt track.

      From there, it was a furtive dash down to the ruined truck. The driver had to be dead by now. No one survived a round to the throat. Not out here, where the chances of another vehicle rolling up were minimal. Even if someone did, it would be hours before emergency services arrived. Not that someone would get a cell phone reception out here. By the time the first responder appeared, Corser would be long gone. But even the possibility of someone arriving sent thoughts of panic through the soldier’s mind. He couldn’t rule it out.

      The truck was in a state. Shards of glass had spread far, as had tufts of dirt and shredded rubber. The vehicle itself had come to a halt when the roof had dug deep into the ground. The rear doors remained shut. The internal locking mechanics were capable of surviving worse than a crash. This Corser had expected, and prepared for in advance. From the trunk of the Cadillac, Corser retrieved a cordless circular saw.

      The saw was a devastating beast, capable of up to 3700 revolutions per minute, it would make easy work of the bolts. He fired it up and listened to the faint whir of the spinning circular blade. He allowed the saw a moment to get up to speed, and then he pushed it into the slit between the two closed doors.

      The shrill screech echoed across the land. Sparks jettisoned from the point where steel met steel. The bolt would ruin the blade eventually, but it didn’t matter. The saw would be destroyed in due course. Evidence always was. Corser forced the saw deeper into the vehicle. It resisted at first, but he didn’t let up. He had six more identical blades in the trunk. He would burn through them all if needed. Every contingency had been planned for.

      In total, it took three blades to eat through the lock. The teeth of each worn down from a razor-blade to little more than a table knife. With every change, Corser discarded the scolding metal into the trunk, and replaced it in a matter of seconds. But as he neared the end of the third blade, he began to wonder whether they would be enough. A small breaching charge would do the trick, but Cage had insisted the contents remain intact. And what Cage wanted, Cage got.

      And of course Cage had been right. He always was. As the lock split in two, Corser dropped the saw, retrieved the Heckler & Koch from his holster and raised it up. He couldn’t count on the crash being enough to disable any guards hiding in the back. With one hand on the pistol, and one on the door handle, Corser swung it open and pointed the pistol inside.

      There was no guard inside. No pistol or rifle pointed defensively at him. But the truck wasn’t empty. Hanging by his arms at the far end of the truck was a man. His hands were shackled with handcuffs to a thick bolt in the floor, but in the chaos he had tumbled free. Now standing in a state of reluctant surrender, he looked wearily up at me.

      ‘You must be the cavalry,’ he groaned. His accent was strange. ‘You took your time.’

      Corser ignored him and scanned the rest of the truck. The man did not match the description they had been provided with. This had to be a bluff, or worse, a trap. He darted back out of the truck and scanned the surroundings. Was there someone out there, watching, waiting, ready to pounce? The surprise attack and incorrect information had to be connected. The sour taste of unease putrified in his stomach.

      ‘If you wouldn’t mind,’ the prisoner called out, ‘I’ve got an itch on my nose. Either come scratch it or cut me loose.’

      Corser stormed back inside the truck and thrust the Heckler & Koch into his throat.

      ‘You’ve got ten seconds to tell me why this truck is here and what the hell you’re doing aboard it before I blow a hole through your neck and watch you bleed out,’ he snarled.

      ‘Easy now,’ said the prisoner. ‘As you might be able to guess, I’m not exactly here at my own will.’

      ‘Why is this truck transporting one prisoner in the middle of nowhere?’ Corser snapped.

      ‘You’d have to ask the driver that, unless he’s not feeling too chatty anymore.’

      Corser squeezed the pistol into his neck.

      ‘Okay, okay,’ he groaned. ‘Just cut me down and we can talk.’

      ‘Why should I do you the kindness?’

      ‘Call me crazy, but you came here to rescue me, didn’t you?’

      ‘What makes you think that?’

      ‘Because I’m James Stone.’
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      The last thing I’d seen was her face. Those wild, untameable eyes. The kind of eyes that make you jump in front of traffic just to see light up with pleasure. The eyes of Nicole, standing over me, trying to save my life. I remembered blood. I remembered fire. I remembered her eyes. Her eyes were the last thing I saw as I drifted away.

      And then…

      Doctors. Surgeons. Police. Each a snapshot from a frazzled mind. No matter what I did to piece the parts together, I could not. All I had were the fragments of a halved life. Fever had almost claimed me its victim. But they got to me, just in time. They stitched me up and pumped blood into my veins and made sure I was okay. Made sure I would survive.

      Then they threw me in a cell.

      Time doesn’t run the same way inside solitary confinement. What is the point in a day when your entire existence is shrunk down to a room the size of a closet? Plastic food was administered via a  postbox. My one, minuscule moment of light. And as it slid shut, the darkness came crashing back in. I had nothing, no one for company, not even my own sanity. I lived in a state of hollow existence. No life. No purpose. Nothing.

      I didn’t have a clue how long it went on. Maybe it never ended. Maybe what happened next was a fantasy concocted up like the last ember of a dying flame. Maybe I died in that prison. Maybe that’s what I deserved.

      When they came for me, I didn’t know if they were real. The hands that snatched at my wrists felt real, but I was too far gone to be certain. They threw a bag over my head, bound my arms together, and took me from my hole.

      The hessian bag smelt foul. The combination of sweat and dust made for a claustrophobic and nauseating experience. The minuscule gaps did little to give me any sort of indication as to my surroundings. Save for the tiny bright light somewhere off to my right, I had nothing. The straps around my hands were tight, leaving them in a permanent state of pain.

      It had been a long time coming. From the moment I took flight for Afghanistan seeking adventure and purpose, I’d sealed my fate to a life of absolute, unyielding mayhem. When finally I returned home to England, I was a changed man. A damaged man. And there was no place for that monster. Since then, death and destruction had become commonplace in my life. No matter how far I ran, I couldn’t escape it. And now, in the heart of Florida, it had finally caught up.

      Arriving in America had set off a chain reaction. And no matter what I did, I was unable to stop it. My pathetic attempt to fight back had ended in tragedy. People were dead. Their blood on my hands. And now I would pay for it.

      I wondered if they would take me back to England. My crimes back home were more severe than anything I’d managed in America. But that didn’t mean shit if America wanted redemption. They could just as easily shoot me in the head and spin a story that I was armed and dangerous, and no one would bat an eyelid. Hell, they might not even bother bringing the news to the public. What’s one more criminal on the bonfire?

      Would Sophie ever discover the fate of her husband? Would she ever believe that I was not to blame? Or had she already disowned me? Life would be hard enough for her now. People would distance themselves from her. They would whisper lies behind her back, accusing her of being complicit in some way.

      Would Peter be able to distance himself from his father’s terrifying legacy? He would grow up thinking I was a traitor to my country. A monster far worse than those found in his schoolbooks. He would be bullied at school. Victimised because parents didn’t want their children associating with the son of a terrorist. He would move from school to school, looking for some place that would let him be judged on his own merits.

      Or was it worse than that? Were they even alive? The thought was too much to bear, but it was one I couldn’t avoid. Both had been thrown into the maelstrom as my life had fallen apart. Both had slipped from my grasp. They were lost to the void. Out of sight, out of reach. That was a dangerous place to be. It was a place where casualties were commonplace.

      From somewhere outside of the hessian fog, a door opened. Two sets of footsteps cut through the silence, and two sets of chairs dragged across a concrete floor. The person on the right moved forwards and tugged the bag free.

      I was sat before a wide metal table tucked into a square brick room. Painted a dull grey, the room was no bigger than a child’s bedroom. Along the wall to my right, a large mirror reflected the contents of the room back on itself. No doubt it was a one-way mirror, hiding God knows who behind it. Tucked into the top left corner above a windowless door was a surveillance camera. It was pointed right at me.

      Two men in smart black suits sat opposite me. The man on the left was white and had looked like he’d been a model in a previous life before taking a tumble off the catwalk and landing behind a desk. He was easily six feet and had the muscle to back it up. His bulging biceps throbbed through the suit fabric. How he had managed to squeeze into it without tearing was beyond me. His short, blonde hair was so full of product, it looked like it was chiselled from a block of stone. He smiled at me with his designer teeth and rested his massive arms on the desk.

      The man on the right was just as big, and no less muscular. He was black and sported a neat moustache that looked like it had been drawn on with a marker pen. Besides that and his slim, manicured eyebrows, he was as hairless as a newborn child. Unlike his partner, he was chewing gum. The irritating smack of saliva was so infuriating, it took all my will not to jump across the table and snap off his jawbone.

      ‘James Stone,’ the man with the moustache said as he read from a manila folder flat on the desk beneath his hands. ‘Born September 15th, 1980. Son of Matthew Stone and Elizabeth Tindall. Brother of Samuel Stone. Husband of Sophie Elkins-Stone and father of Peter Stone. Approximate height, five eleven. Approximate weight, one eighty. Formerly a journalist before a change in circumstance, and a wanted felon in five countries, and six states?’

      ‘At least six,’ said his partner.

      ‘At least six states. Known associates include Nicole Green, Robert Green, Derek Reddington, Isabella Reyes and,’ he stared at the document in amusement, ‘my oh my, the one and only Khalid Hussein Fadhil. Now that’s quite a feat.’

      ‘I’d go so far to say that’s almost impressive for a little lad from London,’ said the partner.

      ‘Wanted on charges of murder,’ the man with the moustache continued. ‘Attempted murder, grand larceny, arson, conspiracy to commit terror. And, most of all, for perpetrating the Remembrance Day attack last year. Now that is quite the résumé.’

      ‘And that’s the abridged version, you know,’ his partner said to him. ‘Who knows how many other crimes he hasn’t been charged with?’

      ‘Who knows indeed? Well, I suppose my boy James here knows, don’t you James? I can call you James, right?’

      I didn’t respond. I stared blankly ahead, zoning out everything extraneous. It was just me, the moustache and the ridiculous chiselled hair.

      ‘Come now,’ said the moustache. ‘We’re just having a chat now, aren’t we? I hear you’ve got quite the quick wit. Surely you’ve got something to say?’

      I didn’t respond.

      ‘He must be shy,’ said the chiselled hair. ‘Here he is, bundled up and tied to a chair without any idea what’s going to happen to him. I bet he’s been thrown through a loop.’

      ‘You know, I bet that’s it,’ said the moustache. ‘What can we get for you, James? You want a soda? A bite to eat, perhaps?’

      I didn’t respond.

      ‘No wait,’ said the hair. ‘He’s British. He’ll want a good ol’ cup o’ tea, won’t you?’

      I said nothing.

      ‘Well, don’t say we didn’t ask,’ said the hair, holding his hands up in mock attrition. ‘We’re just trying to help you out.’

      ‘But if the man doesn’t want help, he doesn’t want help. What are we to do?’ said the moustache.

      ‘You know, we haven’t introduced ourselves,’ said the hair. ‘I’m Federal Agent Jonah Miles, and this right here is my partner.’

      ‘Federal Agent Kayden Whyte,’ said the moustache. ‘But you can call me Agent Whyte.’

      ‘And you can call me Agent Miles.’

      ‘And you know, it’s such a pleasure to meet you, James. We’ve heard so much about you.’

      ‘So very much indeed. You wouldn’t believe what we’ve heard.’

      ‘You’ve led quite the life, haven’t you?’

      I said nothing.

      ‘Huh, you know, I thought you’d be dying to chat,’ said Agent Whyte.

      Their false chatter was infuriating.

      ‘I suppose he’s just keen to find out why we’ve got him here, don’t you think?’ said Agent Miles.

      ‘That must be it. A young scallywag like James must be itching to know.’

      Both men stared at me, egging me to respond.

      I left them hanging.

      ‘No?’ said Agent Whyte. ‘Oh well, we tried. I guess we’ll come back in a while and see if he’s changed his mind.’

      ‘But we can’t leave him here like this, can we?’

      ‘You’re right. All this silence must be driving him insane.’

      ‘I’m sure we can do something about that, can’t we?’

      From his jacket pocket, Whyte retrieved a slim media player and a pair of earphones. He played with the device while his partner pulled out a roll of duct tape from his pocket. Whyte selected a track on the device, and the faint sound of music emitted through the earphones.

      It didn’t stay faint for long.

      Whyte tapped at a button on the side of the device, turning up the music until it was clearly audible through the tiny speakers. Whatever it was, it wasn’t pleasant. It brought back dreadful memoires of a club in Bruges, but I had the sickening feeling that it was nothing compared to what I was about to endure.

      ‘We’ll see you in the morning,’ Whyte said through his perfect teeth.

      The pair moved in close and pushed the earbuds into my ears. The sound was deafening. It thundered into the deepest recesses of my mind, shattering everything it came into contact with. As I winced, I felt duct tape wrap around my head, covering both ears, and dashing any chance of shaking the earphones free. The hessian bag was reapplied, and my world descended into hell.

      I couldn’t think. I didn’t have the capacity to. Everything was drowned under the cacophony of dreadful music. In fact, to call it music was an insult to music. The screams of the vocalist cut across a barrage of heavy death metal like knives on burning flesh. It seemed impossible that it was real. No one could be so barbaric to assume any other living soul wanted to listen to this detritus. It was beyond atrocious. It was an assault on the senses. Nothing less. It thundered through my skull like a wrecking ball, amplifying the throb that had already left me borderline incapacitated. I wanted respite. I wanted freedom. I wanted silence and solitude and escape.

      I wanted death.

      I had no idea how long it lasted. It could have been hours. It could have been days. The need to eat and drink and sleep was nothing compared to the agony in my eardrums. I was but a shell of my former self, existing in a world of perpetual torment, waiting for the sweet release of death. When finally the tape was ripped off, and the earbuds removed, I felt no different. The insatiable ringing in my ears negated everything. The screams and shouts echoed in my mind, reaving the silence. I felt something slap against my face, but it didn’t register in my brain. It felt like an image on a screen a million miles away. Completely separate to me. A face swam before my eyes. A gleam of glistening white teeth shone behind a set of gums. And from out of the sea of noise, a distant voice reached me.

      ‘Playtime’s over, James.’

      I gazed numbly into the void. Slowly, reality returned in reticence. As it climbed back into my vacant shell, the world around me came back into focus. The table, the mirror, the camera all came flooding back. As did the two men in suits.

      And a plate of food on the table.

      ‘We thought you might be hungry,’ said Whyte. ‘Roast potatoes, a side of vegetables and a prime, sirloin steak cooked through. You look like a man who likes his meat well done, am I right?’

      There was no point ignoring them anymore. I didn’t want the music to return.

      I nodded.

      ‘Attaboy!’ shouted Whyte in glee, slapping his hands together. ‘I told you we were getting somewhere.’

      ‘I owe you ten bucks,’ said Miles. ‘I figured he’d need at least another round of music before he saw sense.’

      ‘And you were wrong, my friend. I had some faith in our boy James,’ Whyte jeered. ‘Come on, tuck in.’

      He pushed the food towards me. My hands instinctively moved forwards, but they were still tied.

      ‘My bad,’ Whyte laughed.

      He walked around and cut my bonds with a knife. My arms drooped forwards. The muscles screamed in protest. The food smelt great. I wanted to tuck in, but I couldn’t. It was a sign of defeat. A sign of cooperation. The ego in me hadn’t given up just yet. I pushed the plate away.

      ‘See,’ said Miles. ‘I told you he wasn’t ready just yet. You owe me ten bucks.’

      ‘Come on, James,’ willed Whyte. ‘Can’t you see we’re trying to help?’

      I couldn’t contain the laugh.

      ‘Help?’ I barked. My voice was hoarse. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d spoken. There hadn’t been any point in talking since the arrest, but now I felt compelled. I needed to say something. I needed to assert myself. ‘This is help, is it? Filling my head with that garbage and then trying to win me over with food? Don’t make me laugh.’

      ‘He speaks!’ cheered Whyte. ‘I knew you had it in you.’

      ‘Oh he does more than speak,’ I snarled. My throat stung. I needed fluid, but I would be damned if I was going to ask them for water.

      ‘So tell me then, James. You don’t think we’re being hospitable? We cleaned up your wounds and offered you food. That bullet wound on your shoulder was going septic. You’d be in a great deal more pain if we hadn’t sorted it for you.’

      ‘Oh sure,’ I snapped. ‘What a fantastic service you’ve got here. Five out of five stars. Would be detained against my will here again.’

      ‘James, work with us here,’ said Agent Miles. ‘You need to eat. From the sounds of it, you need a drink. We’re happy to provide whatever you need, so long as you give up this tired, macho charade and show a little cooperation, okay? We need you fit and healthy.’

      ‘What the hell for?’

      ‘Well, not for us. It’s the state that requires a certain level of physical health. Can’t have you dying on us before we send you off to the electric chair now, can we?’

      And there it was. The motive. They didn’t give a damn about me. They were going to kill me. They just wanted me full up before they stuck me in the chair and sent me to my death. What sat before me on the table was my last meal. The final choice of the death row inmate before he met his fate, except I wasn’t given a choice. The realisation sat in my stomach, negating the need for food, souring the roasted potatoes and sirloin steak. It could have been meat from a sewer rat for all it did to entice me. I wanted to hurl the plate against the mirror, watch it shatter into a million little pieces, and expose whoever sat behind, watching me from the shadows.

      ‘You might as well eat it up, James,’ said Miles. ‘You won’t be offered anything better. It’s either this or we stick you on a drip.’

      ‘And the doctors around here aren’t all that good with their bedside manners,’ said Whyte. ‘If you catch my drift?’

      ‘How nice of them.’ I said.

      ‘Let’s be honest, James,’ said Miles. ‘You’re better off eating this delicious steak. Lord knows I would in your scenario. At least it will give you something nice to think about while it happens.’

      ‘I’ve experienced an electric shock before. A bit of meat in my teeth won’t change that.’ I said.

      The two men laughed.

      ‘Oh heck no,’ said Whyte. ‘You won’t be going to the chair just yet. We couldn’t have you breaking too early now, could we?’

      ‘That’s a bit of a contradiction, isn’t it?’ I said.

      ‘Oh I think you’ll find it's pretty apt.’ said Miles. ‘You see, if I drove a five inch nail in behind your thumbnail and prised it apart, a weak man might pass out from the pain, and what fun would that be? So we’ll feed you up or pump you full of fluids until we’re damn well certain you’ll be strong enough to endure it. The choice is up to you how we reach that end game.’

      ‘I’m lowering you down to a four out of five stars for that.’

      ‘Look at it this way,’ said Whyte. ‘You’ve got five hours left in this room. When that time is up, we’re going to haul your ass out of here and take you someplace special. Think of it as our private resort, a place where we can all really let our hair down.’

      ‘And I know what you’re thinking,’ sneered Miles. ‘The Geneva Convention will save your pretty little skin. We can’t touch you. We can’t lay a damn finger on you.’ He stood up and leaned in close. ‘But I’ve got news for you. Where we’re going ain’t technically US soil. It’s no man’s land, free from the persecutions of the American Government. And James, we’ve seen the place. Let me tell you, you do not want to end up some place like that. Well, I guess you ain’t got much choice now, have you?’

      The pair laughed.

      ‘So yeah,’ said Whyte. ‘Five hours is all you’ve got left. After that’s up, you’re going to wish we’d offer you a fine meal like this. Hell, you’re going to wish for us to put a bullet through your skull and end that sorrowful existence of yours. So have a think about your choices. A real think, I mean. Decide whether you want to eat up, because it’s the last choice you’re going to make.’
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      The man with the pistol looked at me.

      ‘Who?’ he snarled.

      ‘James Stone.’ I said. ‘Seriously, you’ve not heard of me?’

      ‘Why would I give a damn about you?’ He kept the pistol pressed deep into my cheek. My arms were throbbing from the handcuffs although they had at least kept me from tumbling around like a penny in a washing machine.

      ‘Because just about every other criminal or government in the world does. Have you really not heard of me?’

      He shook his head.

      ‘What do they want you for?’ he asked.

      This time I shook my head.

      ‘That information comes at a price, pal.’ I said. ‘Let me down and I might be willing to help.’

      ‘I don’t have time for this.’ he snarled. He lowered the weapon and stormed out of the ruined truck. For a moment, I thought he had given up, but when he returned with a circular saw, that thought turned quickly to fear.

      ‘Easy now,’ I said, trying to back away. But he ignored me. He raised the saw up and placed it against the chain. A quick burst of the machine was all it took to cut through the links. As my hands were freed, the pistol came back up to meet me.

      ‘You’re coming with me,’ he said. ‘Resist and I’ll drop you where you stand.’

      ‘What on earth makes you think I’d resist?’ I asked. ‘You realise you just stopped me from seeing how comfortable an electric chair is, right?’

      He grabbed hold of my collar and hauled me out of the truck. My hands were still cuffed together, but at least I had my freedom. Whoever he was, and wherever he was taking me was a damn sight better than death.

      Not that death was entirely off the table.

      ‘So now you know who I am, what about you? Why’d you risk your life for me?’ I asked.

      He didn’t respond. He dragged me around and forced me towards a haggard old car I didn’t recognise the model of.

      ‘Open the trunk,’ he said. ‘Now.’

      ‘Come on man, I’m not going to run off. Can’t I just sit in the front with you?’

      A quick bash of the pistol was all the answer I was going to get. Reluctantly, I pulled open the trunk door, and stared inside. A sniper rifle and a trio of circular saw blades lay inside.

      ‘Man, I’d love to hear the explanation you’ll give if you get pulled over,’ I said.

      He didn’t look amused.

      ‘Get in,’ he snapped.

      I did as commanded. The saw blades were sharp, and I didn’t want to cut myself on them, but that seemed of little concern to the guy with the gun. I nestled down on top of the blades with the rifle pushed up against my back and looked up at my new captor.

      ‘This really isn’t necessary,’ I said as he slammed the lid shut.

      It was dark and cramped trapped in the boot. The scope of the rifle dug into my lower back, and the blades scraped menacingly against one another as the car bumped along the dirt road. But at least I wasn’t in the hands of the FBI. I was out of the frying pan, and into the… what? Was this the fire, or was this a chance of redemption? I had to admit I was relieved, but whatever was next to come was the truly worrying prospect. How long would it take my captor to decide whether I was worth keeping alive, or if he should count his losses and dump my corpse at the side of the road?

      He was a competent guy, my captor. Probably a little shorter than myself, but not by much. Definitely a bigger build. His face had been disguised under a coating of mud, and he wore camouflaged combat gear. An average sniper if I had to guess. Judging from the brief glimpse of the outside world as he’d hauled me from one cage to the other, I hadn’t seen a lot of vantage points for a sniper to attack from. The closest hill that would have a decent view of the track was directly north. From up on the rise, someone would be able to watch the truck approach for about a mile before making their move. I sure as shit couldn’t hit something at that distance, but it had taken the sniper three shots to hit his mark.

      The first bullet had been almost inaudible. Had it not been for the following shots, I would have dismissed the distant pop as a broken tree branch or a closing door. The second shot had cut through the roof, allowing me my first spec of light in over nine hours. The final round had been the clincher. The driver had picked up the speed after the second shot hit the roof, which had to have made him a harder target. The road was wildly unstable. Getting a kill shot would be as easy as popping a pinball in action. He had fumbled two easy shots and scored on the harder.

      So yeah, an alright marksman in all.

      I decided to try for some rest. There weren’t a lot of available options left for me. Even if I somehow managed to break free and hurl myself out, the driver would notice. If fate took pity on me and he didn’t notice, I was still cuffed and stranded in the middle of nowhere to survive an early December night all alone and without proper clothing. It was cold in the boot, but it would be nothing compared to outside.

      After hours on the dreadful dirt track, we finally stopped. The squeal of the rear brakes screeched about a foot below my head. The engine died, and the door opened, then a moment later the boot lid was opened.

      ‘Get out,’ said the captor. The pistol was back in his hand. ‘No funny business.’

      I did as asked and hauled myself out. We were in the middle of a forest. Enormous trees swayed and creaked high above us. The only light came from the moon. The ghostly glow illuminated the guy’s face. He had cleaned off the dirt. His face was clean shaven and lean like a soldier.

      ‘Where are we?’ I asked.

      ‘That doesn’t matter. We won’t be here long.’ He dragged me by the hand into the tree line. The ground beneath my feet was uneven and damp. The slippers provided by the FBI were not exactly outdoorsy, neither were the orange prison scrubs. I shivered violently as the cold crept into my skin. The temperature had to be in the minus numbers. I longed for a thick coat and a warm fire.

      But neither was likely to happen anytime soon. After a short walk, my captor thrust me up against a tree.

      ‘This is your one and only chance to piss,’ he said. ‘We’ve got a long drive ahead.’

      I took his advice. I had been given the chance for a bathroom break before the transfer, but that was a long time ago. I relieved myself and was dragged back towards the car.

      ‘I understand you’re being precautious,’ I said. ‘But can I please ride on the backseat? My back is killing me.’

      ‘It’s trunk or bust,’ he snapped. ‘I didn’t have to let you out in the first place.’

      I sighed and climbed carefully back atop the saw blades. The brief respite had been nice, but I needed proper rest. My knees contested as I tucked myself back inside, but there was little else I could do.

      ‘Could you spare some food, perhaps?’ I asked, but the lid slammed down again over my head, my question unanswered.

      ‘This isn’t good, James,’ said the familiar voice in my head. The Wolf had awoken. Oftentimes he manifested as a clone of myself, surveying the world from the deepest recesses of my subconscious. But there was little space for him to conjure here, so he conceded to little more than a voice in my ears.

      ‘What can I do?’ I sighed. ‘I’m out of options.’

      ‘We have a sniper rifle. We could do some damage with it.’

      ‘How? It’s not exactly a flexible weapon. I can’t even get my hands around to touch it.’

      ‘There has to be something we can do.’

      ‘The simple fact you’re saying that surely means we’re stuck. At least the guy let me take a piss.’

      ‘But he won’t feed you. You’re his prisoner, James. He doesn’t want you soiling yourself in his vehicle.’

      The boot opened once more, and a packaged sandwich and bottled water were thrown on top of me.

      ‘Thanks,’ I said as the lid shut a third time. ‘See, I told you.’

      I ate my meal without another word from the Wolf. He retreated and sulked alone. The sandwich was alright. Chicken, bacon and mayonnaise tucked inside a chunky white bun. I’d certainly eaten worse meals. I chased it off with half the bottle of water, but left the rest for the long haul. There was no telling how much further I had to go.

      I attempted sleep again. With some sustenance in my stomach, I had at least rid one discomfort from my world. I wiggled my arms up over my head, and nestled between them as though they were two cold, rigid pillows. That took care of some noise and stopped my head from bashing off every available surface. With the slight changes, I was at last able to sleep.

      My dreams were full of chaos. I stood amidst a terrible storm. Wind and rain lashed against my face, yet I could not feel it. As I staggered forwards, a figure appeared before me. It was a woman, small and slender. She stood shrouded in darkness, watching me, waiting for me, but with every step I took, she drifted further away. I tried to run, but my legs were too lethargic. The ground too waterlogged. The wind too ferocious. As the woman faded away into the storm, words formed on her lips.

      You broke your promise.

      I awoke suddenly. The road was no longer bumpy, and through cracks in the boot, I could see tiny pinpricks of light. We had to have been on the road for at least ten hours, depending on what time I’d been rescued. Despite the nightmares that had plagued me, I felt rested. The kind of full rest that only came from a long, uninterrupted sleep.

      The car began to slow, and I felt it pull off the road. After a couple of minutes down another potholed, uncomfortable track, the driver stopped once more. Again, the engine was killed, the door opened, and I was hauled out of the trunk for a second time.

      This time however, we were not alone. Three armed men clad entirely in black combat gear stood between me and a large black Humvee. Assault rifles trained at the ground. I had no doubt that they could have them up and ready to fire within a second.

      From the passenger seat, a woman climbed out. She was eerily tall and spindly, like a stick insect. Her face was long and resembled that of a rat, her skin the colour of coffee. Her brown eyes flared as they rested on me. If looks could kill, I’d have died on the spot.

      ‘What is the meaning of this, Corser?’ she snapped at the driver. Her voice sat somewhere between the smooth, silky tones of the Portuguese, and that of a strict, stubborn school headmistress. It was a fine, and truly unique line to linger.

      ‘He’s the prisoner,’ said the driver. ‘There was no one else there.’

      ‘That cannot be possible,’ she snarled back. ‘This man is not who we wanted. The intelligence was very specific.’

      ‘The Intel was bullshit. Someone screwed up,’ snapped the man named Corser. ‘Cage was misled.’

      From the look on her face, you’d have thought Corser had slapped her across the cheek.

      ‘Then why did you bring him here? Your orders were to leave no witnesses.’

      ‘He says he’s important. I thought it was best to leave it up to Cage to decide.’

      ‘Do you not understand who this is?’ she snarled. ‘Cage cannot be associated with this… criminal,’ she shot me a sour glare. ‘Kill him now before someone finds us.’

      The three guards raised their weapons and pointed them at me.

      ‘That would be a bad idea,’ I said, trying to ignore the impending execution. ‘Trust me, your boss is going to want to hear what I have to say.’

      ‘Listen, you reptile, I do not care what you have to say. You are a liability to everything we have worked for. I will not allow you within one hundred miles of our leader. I will not let you poison his mind with your detritus.’

      ‘So that’s a no then?’ I asked.

      ‘Get him out of my sight and get rid of him.’ She twisted on the spot and headed back for the Humvee.

      ‘Wait,’ shouted Corser. ‘This isn’t your call to make. Cage sent me out there. I delivered. If the plan changed, then so be it. Shit happens, you know? This is all we’ve got. I won’t let you piss it all away before the chief gets his say.’

      She paused. Her head twisted around like an owl, and her eyes pierced him.

      ‘You dare oppose me?’ she snarled. ‘Have you not taken the time to consider why this vermin was all you had? He is a wanted felon. He has been on the run for over a year and evaded capture on multiple occasions. And now, shortly after being arrested, he stumbles into your path? Tell me, Corser, how many people were guarding him? How fast did the backup vehicles arrive? How much of a struggle did they put up before you downed them all?’

      Corser didn’t respond.

      ‘There were none, were they?’ she spat. ‘The Intel we received specifically detailed one truck with minimal security. That is not the procedure for transporting someone with the grandeur of this snake. Therefore he is a spy. There is no other explanation. He has bargained for his pitiful life, and become a turncoat, a traitor. Have you even checked him for a tracking device?’

      Corser glanced hastily at me. He had not checked, not that there was anything to find. The shrill woman summoned her entourage, and they hustled forwards. Without a word, they began to search me. My orange jumpsuit was torn free, and my body was inspected. I stood, bare and shivering while a trio of men checked every inch of scarred, burned skin that plastered my ruined body. I didn’t object. Protestation would do no good. It would imply I had something to hide.

      Satisfied I was clean, the guards ceased their search. I pulled back on my torn rags and addressed the woman again.

      ‘All good, or do you want to do a cavity search as well?’

      ‘Listen to me, James Stone,’ she snarled. ‘I do not trust you. I do not believe you have found yourself in our company by mistake. A criminal like you will have the entire country hunting for your blood.’

      ‘Except the country doesn’t know.’ I said. ‘As far as they’re concerned, I’m awaiting trial in some godforsaken prison cell. The FBI couldn’t let the public know they were going to have a bash at torturing a foreign fugitive, could they? They didn’t want it publicised. That would take the fun out of it for them. If every news station in the country wanted to put my pretty face in front of their cameras, they would be held accountable. It would implement a timeframe. I could only be detained for so long. That’s why they put me in an unmarked truck with one guard, they didn’t want anyone to guess what they were transporting. They are the FBI after all. They think they’re the best. They wanted to know what I know, which of course they couldn’t if the world was watching. They figured they could beat the horse, when as we all know, it’ll work twice as hard for a carrot.’

      Corser and the woman stared at me in silence.

      ‘What I’m trying to say is, I could really do with a carrot.’ I said.

      The woman turned to Corser. ‘This is on you, Corser. Take my advice and put a bullet in his skull before he destroys everything we have worked for.’

      She climbed back into the Humvee with her detail before Corser could utter another word and were gone in seconds. We watched the mammoth vehicle roar away across the dirt track with the ease of asphalt.

      ‘In,’ Corser barked. ‘We haven’t got long.’

      ‘She seemed nice.’

      ‘You’re lucky she didn’t shoot you on the spot. Now get in.’

      For what I hoped was the final time, I climbed back into the trunk. Corser closed the lid a little calmer than he had before. Perhaps he was warming to my indomitable charm, or maybe he had realised the gravity of his decision. If I wasn’t all I was cracked up to be, his life was well and truly on the line.

      Only time would tell. The only thing I had to work with was the fact that they had come for me even if I hadn’t necessarily been their target. I was all they had from their little heist. If they shot me in the head, it was all for naught. So it was in their best interests to hear me out.

      Out of the frying pan? Then why did my arse feel so hot?

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Three

          

          

      

    

    







            Dust and Bone

          

        

      

    

    
      Agent Jonah Miles entered with another officer. He wore a royal blue three piece suit over a white pressed shirt and a vivid red tie that made him look more like a wall street banker than a governmental official. The second guy held a length of chain, new and sparkling. Miles pulled out one of the chairs and spun it around so that his arms leant over the backrest, and his transformation into total and utter tool was complete. The roast dinner was just a couple of inches from his outstretched hands. It didn’t look very appetising anymore. The warm, fluffy potatoes had sunk. The gravy had solidified, and the steak looked more like leather. Miles slid it aside with one casual swipe and smiled at me. I could practically see my reflection in his glistening, obnoxious teeth.

      ‘How’s the drip?’ he asked, looking at the tube protruding from my hand up into a clear hanging bag beside me.

      ‘It could do with a dash of salt, but overall it’s not bad.’

      Miles chuckled to himself.

      ‘See, this is the man I wanted to meet. That award-winning wit. You Brits do it like no other. You know, I visited London once. A consultancy gig. Nothing special. You’re from near London, right?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Everything in England is near London,’ he said. ‘It’s so small. You could fit the entire island into Texas almost three times over, yet it has over double the population. It must feel so claustrophobic. Such a tiny place, with such a loud voice. Like an annoying little terrier.’

      The second officer strode around the table and unhooked the IV bag and catheter from my hand. A small dribble of blood trickled out of the wound and dripped onto the floor. With my hands shackled to the arm rests, there was little I could do to stem the flow, and the officer’s empathy didn’t stretch that far.

      ‘It’s not the size that counts, it's how you use it. I’m sure that’s a mantra you’re used to.’ I said, returning a false smile.

      ‘We’re going to have a lot of fun together, you and I. Agent Whyte is so excited, he’s already on his way up to the site. It’s a dark zone, you know. Outside of the control of the government. We have our orders, you see. We’re on an unlimited schedule. Our diaries are clean for the next couple of weeks. We’re to stay with you until we’re satisfied there’s nothing left inside that tiny little mind of yours that we don’t already know. How long that takes is entirely up to you, but you know, I figure we’ll be spending Christmas together. Would you like that? I’m sure we can get you a gift or two.’

      ‘A carrot cake with a nail file is always popular amongst us detainees.’

      ‘Presents are for good kids. Naughty children get coal, right?’

      ‘You’re shit out of luck then aren’t you?’

      The officer uncuffed my arms from the chair one by one and clipped me to the chains. Once the arms were connected, he did the same with my ankles. They massively restricted movement. If I tried to flee, I was going to make an absolute fool of myself. Not that I intended to escape.

      Yet.

      The officer stuck his hands under my armpits and heaved me to my feet. The length of chain connecting the restraints around my hands and wrists was a touch too short. Even with my hands at my hips, I had to bend slightly to stop the cuffs from digging into my skin. The officer hauled me around the table, seemingly unaware to the fact I had to shuffle at double-time to match his stride. Agent Miles opened the door and gestured for me to go through.

      ‘Ladies first,’ he said.

      ‘No, I insist. Age before beauty.’

      He smiled again and pushed me through the door. The corridor was a bland affair. Harsh, fluorescent tubular bulbs coated the space in an unflattering yellow light. Agent Miles slipped his hand under my arm and nodded to the officer who strode ahead without another word.

      ‘So,’ I said as we walked like an elderly couple. ‘How did you find me?’

      Agent Miles laughed.

      ‘Are you serious? James, you are as subtle as a freight train. How on earth you managed to evade the authorities in Europe is beyond me. You’ve left a trail of destruction so big, you could land a jumbo jet in the aftermath.’

      ‘That says a lot about you guys then that it’s taken you this long to catch me.’

      ‘Do you know how you arrived in America?’ he asked. ‘I’m serious here, do you actually know?’

      I shook my head.

      ‘Kind of hard to get the specifics from inside a tiny box.’

      ‘James, you arrived in a crate. One of about eight thousand or so on a freight ship from Spain. Of those eight thousand, two hundred were not accounted for on the manifest. They just went missing. We believe those two hundred were used to smuggle people into the country. Children mostly. They’re resilient. Most adults would die in those conditions. I suspect a fair number of those kids were part of the number you found in Domingo Reyes’s little cave. And yes, we know about your involvement in that.’

      ‘How?’

      ‘Because you blew Reyes’s brains out right in front of two hundred witnesses. It didn’t take long to piece that particular puzzle together. But hey, I ain’t judging. That’s got to be the most generous act you’ve ever accomplished. Not that it will make a difference in your fate, of course. Your copy is already blotted. But to answer your question, the only reason we didn’t snatch you up right away on that harbour was because we didn’t know exactly which box you were tucked up in. We tracked down about thirty of them. All kids, all European, all traumatised by the situation.’

      ‘I didn’t actually kill Reyes. That was someone else.’

      ‘Then you achieved exactly jack shit, didn’t you? I’m sure Nicole Green would love to take the credit instead.’

      Nicole. Had she been caught?

      ‘Relax,’ Miles said as though he had read my mind. ‘Lucky for her, she’s still in the wind. But we’ll find her, don’t you worry.’

      ‘I wouldn’t be so sure about that. Nicole is as tenacious as they come.’

      ‘Still, she’s no match for the United States government. No one is.’

      We reached the end of the corridor and took a door on the right. It was another small room. Same metal table. Same eagle-eyed surveillance camera watching intently. The only differences were a lack of mirrors, and a neatly folded orange jumpsuit positioned on the tabletop.

      ‘I want you out of those clothes and into your new suit in thirty seconds,’ Miles ordered. He uncuffed my hands and ankles and stepped back to give me a little space. I slipped off my clothes, and left them in a pile on the floor—no reason to do the FBI the kindness of picking them up—and reached over for the jumpsuit, but Miles put his hand in my way.

      ‘Briefs too, James,’ said Agent Miles with a grin. ‘Gotta go the whole nine yards.’

      I didn’t object. Didn’t want to give him the satisfaction. I pulled down my boxers and kicked them aside. Curious eyes flashed down, but nothing was said. I pulled on my new clothes. They were slack and starchy. Not exactly designer brand. If I wasn’t careful, they could be the last clothes I would ever wear.

      ‘And what a sobering thought that is,’ said the Wolf. He too wore the awful prison clothes and admired them with the same disdain.

      ‘Hey, I’m all ears if you’ve got a suggestion to get us out of here,’ I said. ‘Best we can hope for is a quick death at this point.’

      ‘Patience,’ the Wolf whispered. ‘A sharp eye will spot a flaw. This needn’t be our last call.’

      ‘Talk like a normal person, will you?’

      ‘Keep your eyes open and watch for their mistakes. Old toothy here has got two pistols. One in the holster on the inside of his jacket over his left lung. That means he’s right-handed too. The other is an ankle holster. A smaller weapon, but no less deadly if you let him get to it. Best bet would be to go for the former and kill him before he gets to the latter.’

      ‘You think he’s going to let me get that close to him without putting up a fight?’ I asked.

      ‘He will if you make him.’

      ‘All ready?’ Miles said. ‘The truck’s ready and waiting.’

      Without his counterpart, Miles was at least slightly more bearable. Like when two friends got together and suddenly reverted to acting like they did when they were kids. At least now he had some shred of professionalism to him. Miles reattached the chains and pulled me back out into the corridor. The chains were a little looser than before. I didn’t have to bend to walk. A bonus, all things considered. Any improvement in movement was welcomed.

      We walked out into the foyer, savouring every air-conditioned second, and out of a side door into the blustering Florida heat. In the fallout of the storm, the weather had gone into overdrive, the swing of the pendulum had taken the weather from some kind of apocalypse to an inferno. It had to be at least thirty degrees, probably more. It was nothing to the residents, but to a Brit grown up on a diet of single digit temperatures and brisk sea breezes, it was killer.

      The truck was less audacious than I had expected. It was a large, grey van. More like a movers truck than a prison transfer vehicle. No flashing lights, no bustling entourage, no menacing government logo painted on the front. The officer who had taken out my catheter stood by the rear doors, watching and waiting. As we approached, he swung open the door and pulled me inside. The interior was sweltering. With no windows, and a shell made entirely of metal that had sat super-heating in the sun for hours, the temperature inside was easily another ten or twenty degrees higher. Enough to kill.

      As soon as I stepped inside, I felt like I’d walked into a wall of cooked fudge. The air was heavy and suffocating and made me want to vomit. As some cooler air leaked in, I began to realise just how horrendous the journey was going to be.

      The officer unclipped the chains around my ankles and secured my wrists into a bolt on the floor. Sweat dripped from his head as he secured me to my seat, and he climbed out without a word.

      ‘I’ll see you up there,’ Agent Miles said. ‘Try not to burn up before you arrive. The temperature should cool when you get out of Florida and into Alabama, but not by much.’ His laughs echoed around the truck interior as he swung the door shut, trapping me in a tomb of sweltering heat and regret.

      There was no interior light. No glimmer from a window. No crack in the door to give me any indication or respite from the devastating heat. I might as well have been thrown into a casket and buried for all the difference it made. But no, there would be no grave for me. No casket. I would be burned up and turned to ash and thrown in the trash. A legacy ended as nothing more than dust and bone.

      The throbbing headache came in minutes. The dry throat, dizziness and nausea all arrived within the first hour. But the hell didn’t alleviate for almost four hours. I focused my mind to stave off the madness by tapping out the passing seconds with my knuckles on the metal seat. It helped to give me a purpose. I started by counting to sixty seconds without missing a beat. After sixty, I tried for one hundred, then two hundred, then five hundred, then a thousand. I made it all the way up to three thousand four hundred and thirty two before my mind wavered. Then I started again. Ten, fifty, one hundred, one thousand. Again and again until the torment ended.

      Four hours in was when I had to admit defeat. I’d got all the way up to six thousand seven hundred and nine when a bump in the road made me bash my head against the wall and lose count. That was too much. It was time for change.

      With my unshackled foot, I kicked against the partition that separated the oven from the cabin and shouted. I kept up my attack until finally the driver yielded and I felt the truck pull off the road and stop. The door swung open wide and a blissful breeze of refreshing, chilled air swept inside. The light was too much. After four hours of darkness I had the vision of a bat. I squinted and tried to shield my eyes, but my hands were shackled down. Through the gap in my vision, I could see the driver.

      ‘What?’ he snapped.

      ‘I need to use the bathroom,’ I said.

      The officer shook his head.

      ‘No can do, you’ll have to hold it.’

      ‘Fine by me. I’ll go in the truck. I hear dirty protests are all the range these days.’

      The officer huffed, climbed up inside and unshackled me from my seat. He dragged me by the cuffs out into the world. The air could be no cooler than it had outside the station, but it felt like I’d climbed out in Antarctica. I stopped and stretched and savoured the cool, but a quick tug on the wrists heaved me from my reverie.

      The driver had parked up behind a small service station beside a busy highway. A steady stream of traffic filed in and out around the front, but no one slithered around the back. The officer pointed to a door up ahead. A faded sign drilled onto the door read Restroom. The officer went in first and looked around. It was small. Only a one cubicle affair, with a small shower and sink for long-distance truckers to grab a little respite. Once satisfied there was no other escape route, the officer pulled me inside.

      ‘You keep the door open,’ he said, looking between me and the foul smelling cubicle.

      ‘What am I going to do, swim down the pipe? Give me a little privacy at least.’

      The officer grunted.

      ‘One minute, otherwise I’ll drag you out of there with your pants round your ankles.’

      ‘Noted.’

      I shuffled inside and gave the officer a warm, auspicious smile as I shut the cubicle door. The toilet was vile. The porcelain had cracked and splintered and numerous spots, making the whole structural integrity about on a par with one of the damp discarded tissues littering the tiled floor. All kinds of suspicious stains covered the basin, the floor and the surrounding walls around it. Using a makeshift glove of as many dry tissues I could collect from the dispenser, I wiggled one of the weakest pieces of the toilet. Nothing doing. I contemplated trying to kick it free, but that would be as big of an alert as it was possible to make. So, no weapon, unless I wanted to count a nigh unlimited supply of tissue as a weapon, which I didn’t. But I had done more with less in the past. I could do it again.

      Gently, I slid the stall door lock to into the unlocked position and squeezed myself into the gap behind the door. The stall was cramped for one man, and it was about to get smaller. I took a deep breath, and yelled as loud and visceral as I could manage.

      The officer reacted in an instant. With his pistol already in hand, he darted forwards and barged into the cubicle door with all his might. Expecting the resistance of a lock, he was thrown slightly off balance as the door yielded immediately, and staggered into the cubicle, gun arm first.

      Just as I had expected.

      The door ricocheted off my chest and bounced back into the tumbling body of the officer. The moment the door bounced off me, I threw all of my weight into it. The tired wood cracked as thirteen stone of Stone collided with the police officer. He groaned as his entire body compacted into a slither of his former self, but I was not done.

      With the chains hanging between my wrists, I swung my hands around his exposed hand and the pistol, and tugged as hard as I could back into the cubicle. As the pistol clattered down into the toilet, and splashed into the rancid water, the officer slid his shackled hand free and out of sight.

      But he was not about to give up lightly. As I recoiled to give another shove, the officer took the audacious liberty of retaliation. Hoisting me with my own petard, he slammed the door back in my direction. With my hands still outstretched before me, the door crumpled into them like they were nothing but paper, and crushed them into my ribs. Fingers and muscles and bones twisted in each and every way, sending a tidal wave of pain up into my brain.

      I shrieked and forced my knee up to relieve some of the pain. As my kneecap collided with the seriously compromised stall door, I twisted my body sideways, freeing my hands, and putting me back on the offensive. I barged all of my weight back into the door, repeating my first attack all over again. It worked, albeit not as effectively as before, but that didn’t matter. It was the next step that counted.

      The officer retaliated the only way he could. It was like a game of pong or tennis. I had slammed the metaphorical ball into his court, which left him with two choices. Retreat, or attack. Of course, he chose the latter, which I had counted on. As my attack reached its equilibrium, I pounced forwards, lodging my foot in beside the toilet, and pirouetting awkwardly on the spot.

      At the same time, the officer threw all his weight into the door, hoping to strike gold twice. But of course, gold was mid pirouette about two foot ahead of the place he was attacking. Just as he had when he first attempted entry to the stall, he flopped into the empty space I had just vacated, and bounced off the adjacent wall.

      Had the tiled floor been clean and dry, that might have been it. But it wasn’t. At once, both of the officer’s feet lost their grip on the filthy, waterlogged tiles, and he slipped down onto his arse, sideways in the cubicle. As he hit the ground, I had finished my brief career as a ballerina, and brought my free, plimsoll-laden foot crashing down into the officer’s nose. The feeble material did little to muffle the sensation of his nose breaking under my heel, and as he slumped to the ground, I couldn’t help but shiver.

      Time was short. I needed to escape, fast. The cuffs on my wrists could wait. At least my leg restraints had been removed. I was dehydrated, exhausted, and almost definitely delirious, but I had something the police didn’t.

      I had nothing to lose.

      I leapt over the defeated officer and sprinted for the bathroom door. The truck would be a no go. The officer would have the keys, and even if he had miraculously left them inside the vehicle, taking it would be like holding a large neon sign over my head. For now, I just needed to run.

      I burst through the bathroom door and was immediately dazzled by the light of the sun. I held my hands up to shield my face, but as I did, something massive slammed into my right cheek.

      I dropped to the ground, dazed and confused. My head spun, my eyes saw double. Through the blinding brightness, a figure appeared.

      ‘Christ alive, James. What the hell do you think you’re playing at?’

      It was Agent Miles. As my vision returned, I saw the recognisable sight of a pistol pointed directly at my head.

      ‘You are one stupid son of a bitch, aren’t you?’ he mocked. ‘Did you really think we wouldn’t expect you to try to scuttle away?’

      He kicked me in the ribs. I gasped for air.

      ‘That’s for attacking an officer of the law. Don’t you know that’s a crime?’

      My lungs recoiled.

      ‘Now, get back in the sweatbox before I let Officer Gomez have some fun. Wouldn’t you like that, Officer Gomez?’

      Another figure appeared over me.

      Officer Gomez spat on my face. The combination of blood and saliva trickled down my cheek.

      ‘Fucking asshole,’ he swore, as the pair picked me up and dragged me back to the truck.
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      It was dark by the time we finally stopped. The car scratched and screeched and whined and complained with every passing mile as the road got progressively more uncooperative. The final stretch consisted of a long incline, wherein the heavy sniper rifle sunk the weight of an obese child into my spine, which finally relented seconds before the engine was killed and I was pulled out for the last time.

      The world was almost entirely black, lit only by the mesmerising beauty of the clear, star-scattered sky. There wasn’t so much as a single ounce of light pollution for miles. Just as it should be. I could hear the soothing sway of a thousand trees rustling in the light wind. It was a blissful calm.

      But it didn’t last for long.

      ‘This way,’ Corser barked.

      He grabbed hold of my arm and hauled me down the midnight path. Something or someone was out there. Though I couldn’t see another soul, I felt an army of eyes watching me.

      ‘Be ready to fight, James,’ whispered the Wolf. ‘That tall bitch won’t let you off easily.’

      ‘Relax, would you? No one’s got a gun to my head.’

      ‘Are you so sure about that?’

      Of course I wasn’t. Whoever these people were, they meant business. Corser, the woman and her cronies all wore military-grade gear, yet their actions were not that of any governmental agency I had seen.

      But then, were we still in America? I had experienced firsthand just how easy it was to traverse the Canadian border. The terrain was precisely what I remembered from my last time in Canada, albeit colder and snowier. If I was in the Great White North, I was one step closer to freedom.

      Or one step closer to a bullet.

      ‘What is this place?’ I asked Corser.

      ‘That’s classified.’

      ‘No it isn’t. You guys aren’t government.’

      ‘Talk back and I’ll put you on your ass.’

      So we walked in silence. The forest was dense. Pine trees, if I knew my trees well enough to guess. They stretched hundreds of feet into the moonlit sky like a thousand swaying giants. The path twisted and turned up the hill. Wherever we were, we had to be hundreds of feet above sea level. Thousands maybe. I had no doubt in my mind that once the dawn came, I would be privy to one of the most breathtaking views on the entire planet. So long as I made it to dawn.

      ‘Where are we going?’ I asked.

      ‘That’s-’

      ‘I swear, if you say it’s classified again I’ll take that gun off you and shoot myself in the head.’

      ‘I’m taking you to meet the chief. He needs to decide what we’re going to do.’

      ‘This Cage guy, who is he? What’s he like?’

      ‘He’s a considerate man, but you don’t want to get on his bad side.’

      ‘And if he decides I’m not needed?’

      ‘We’ve already got a few spare graves dug out.’

      We walked through the night until finally a tiny shred of light began to appear through the dense forest. The welcoming orange glow grew lighter and brighter as we approached until finally I could see where it originated from.

      The cabin was a magnificent beast. Easily the size of a small manor, it stretched up three storeys into the trees, and at least one hundred feet out into the darkness. Replicating the resplendence found in places like Washington DC, the manor looked like an enormous nineteenth century courthouse. Six huge pillars supported a massive gable protruding over the entrance, with a message carved proudly into the wood, and illuminated by torchlight. Imperium In Imperio. My Latin is far from noteworthy, but I thought I could garner the meaning behind it.

      The door swung open as we approached, and a figure appeared. Silhouetted by the interior light, it was the woman from earlier, the woman who wanted me dead.

      ‘We’re here to see the chief.’ Corser said matter-of-factly.

      ‘He’s busy. You will have to wait until the morning,’ she sniffed.

      ‘Cecilia, I’ve been on the road for over thirty hours. Give me a goddamn break and let me see him.’

      ‘Detain the prisoner for the evening and he can await trial at dawn,’ Cecilia snapped, speaking as though I wasn’t standing feet from her, or lacked the finesse to comprehend speech.

      ‘Await trial? He ain’t convicted here.’

      ‘He will stand trial to determine his fate. That is the law of the land. We cannot allow a snake in our midst.’

      ‘You’ve got a thing for calling me a snake,’ I interjected. ‘It seems a little rude, don’t you think?’

      Her fierce eyes finally reached my own.

      ‘Then what would you prefer?’ she leered. ‘Rodent? Hound?’

      ‘I’d prefer James. But if you have to go with the animal analogy, I think I’d suit wolf.’

      ‘This is bullshit,’ Corser barked. ‘I know Cage is in there, and I know you’re stalling. This job was his call. He sanctioned it. He needs to make a decision.’

      ‘He will make a decision in the morning when this snake is on trial and not a moment sooner. Now put him in the hole before I arrest you for obstruction of justice.’

      ‘You can’t do that.’

      ‘I will do whatever I please, Corser. I am Cage’s second in command. I could have you hung, drawn and quartered if I felt like it. So do not tell me what I can and can’t do. Now put the prisoner in the hole before I put you both in there myself.’

      Without another word, Corser turned and pulled me back into the darkness away from the mansion. His fingers squeezed into my bicep. With my hands still cuffed, I could do little to object, and sensing any further discussion would only hinder my current predicament, I decided to stay silent.

      Corser led me down a track that slithered around the side of the courthouse and down into a clearing in the woods. There were more buildings here. Squat and square in the frame of an old western settlement. All probably built with resources scavenged from the surrounding forest and built to a professional standard. We walked down the centre of the street. I felt more eyes watching me from behind curtains, but no one showed their face.

      At the end of the street was a crossroad. To both sides I saw other rows of buildings in the same style as the one we had just walked down. More homes and amenities built by hand. Straight ahead, I could see a large wall. Again, built from the woodland, the wall looked like something found around a historic English castle in ye olde times. I wondered if there was a moat on the far side. From the sounds of it, there was a paranoid king hiding behind it on his throne. Corser steered me left, and we walked for several minutes in the pitch black with the wall to our right. It had to be at least fifteen feet tall and built to last.

      Up ahead I could see a figure standing alone in the darkness. As we approached, he turned to face us. He was a big guy armed with a big rifle. The moonlight cast an eerie light over his features, making them appear paranormal.

      ‘So this is the prisoner, huh?’ he grunted. ‘Cecilia didn’t get her way then?’

      ‘This is all her doing,’ replied Corser. ‘It’s the hole for our guest tonight, then a trial in the morning.’

      The big guy took a step back to reveal a large hole in the ground. It had to be at least six feet wide. No telling how deep. To the right of it was a cover built from crisscrossing wooden planks and covered in a camouflaged tarp. The big guy took a step forward and grabbed hold of my other arm, and together they lowered me down into the pit.

      ‘Watch your step down there, son,’ said the big guy. ‘These here pits attract all kinds of wildlife.’

      He barked a merry laugh as he heaved the cover into place, and just like that I was back in a prison cell.

      Brilliant.

      The ground beneath my feet was freezing and uneven. Clear signs from where the shovel met the earth were visible all around, immortalised by the cold. I figured the pit had to be around ten feet deep. No way was I going to be able to climb out without encountering a myriad of difficulties. Every inch of dirt that I touched was as solid as concrete. No give whatsoever. I was stuck here until someone came and pulled me out. Either that or I froze to death first.

      My torn prison garments could whip up a chill on a hot summer day, and there was nothing in the pit save for a couple of bugs. If I lay down and tried to sleep, I would die. No ifs, ands or buts. My body temperature would drop faster than the Hindenburg, and I was not about to die in a damn hole in the ground because some psycho lady had a beef with me meeting her boss.

      I didn’t know what time it was. Maybe eleven o’clock. Maybe earlier, maybe later. I decided to go for eleven o’clock on the dot. That meant I had around ten hours or so until the sun rose and the ice began to thaw. Ten hours worked out as thirty-six thousand seconds, or exactly one round of a game I was about to get intimately familiar with.

      A game I liked to call, don’t die from hypothermia.

      The aim of the game was simple. Walk round and round the short circuit of the pit, keeping your feet as close to the edge where the ground didn’t seem to be as unspeakably cold, and try to ignore the ever-growing sense of blinding exhaustion that followed you around like a shadow. For every thousand laps, you get to sit down for two minutes. Rinse and repeat until light or death came.

      By the time the sun finally reared its ugly head, I was exhausted. Every part of my body cried out for rest, but I knew that even though it was warm enough to risk sleep, there was no chance in hell I would get more than a couple of minutes before Cecilia summoned me to stand trial.

      Sure enough, no sooner had I shut my eyes did I hear the sound of the cover scraping across the dirt, and sunlight dazzling my face.

      ‘How did you sleep?’ asked the gruff man who had stood guard all night.

      ‘I think I’ll need to speak to the manager,’ I groaned. ‘I found crumbs on the bed sheets.’

      He gave a hearty laugh, and leaned down into the pit, hand outstretched. I took it, and he hauled me up and out with incredible ease. Sure, since my arrival in America, I had lost a bit of weight, but even still he acted like I weighed less than a child.

      Waiting for me above ground was Corser. He had changed clothes. He’d swapped out his menacing black soldier attire, for an equally menacing navy blue get up. Really brought out the irritation in his eyes. A bundle of clothes were tucked under his arm. Standing beside him were two other guards. Both were women, dressed in the same garb as Corser. Both carried sub-machine guns. The same cheery, welcoming smile completely vacant from their faces.

      ‘You’re to change into these,’ Corser said, passing over the garments. ‘For your court appearance. We do things by the book.’

      ‘You’ve changed your tone,’ I replied. ‘I thought you said the court hearing was bullshit?’

      ‘Cage gets what Cage wants. Now get changed.’

      I struggled to pull off my torn orange jumpsuit. With my hands still cuffed, it was damn near impossible. The guy who had pulled me out laughed.

      ‘Wait here,’ he said. ‘We’ll get you out of those things.’

      He was gone for a few minutes, in which I stood and savoured the sour taste of stagnant silence as the four of us waited for his return. He returned with a bolt cutter and made quick work of the links between my cuffs.

      With that out of the way, I changed quickly into my new attire. The trousers were similar in style to those worn by Corser, except light grey instead of royal blue. The top consisted of a tired white shirt that was a few sizes too big, but I hid it nicely under a thick knitted jumper. Boots were not provided, which was a shame because my ridiculous prisoner plimsolls had already worn thin from ten hours of trying not to die. But at least I had something better to wear. I could already feel the benefits of a few extra layers. I threw my prison garments back into the hole before anyone could object and fell in line behind Corser with the two armed females burning holes into the back of my jumper.

      The settlement had burst into life. As we walked back up the main street, I saw people going about their business. The whole place felt like a western town that had been picked up and dumped in the mountains, with all the cowboys replaced by armed militia. Men and women walked about with rifles slung over their shoulders, and pistols tucked into their holsters. Even some of the older children that ran about were armed with knives and pistols. As we walked past, people stopped and stared at me with looks of amazement, confusion or anger. At least here I didn’t have to worry about people figuring out who I was.

      In the light of day, the courthouse was even more impressive. The fine details that adorned the exterior were second to none. Clearly, the building had been crafted with exquisite care. It emitted an aroma of authority that most stone-clad city alternatives struggled to achieve. As we ascended the steps for a second time, the doors swung open, and once more Cecilia stood to greet us with her solemn and downright hostile face.

      ‘You’re late,’ she snapped. ‘Cage is waiting.’

      ‘We’d have been done with this farce if you’d allowed Stone an audience with Cage last night,’ retorted Corser.

      Cecilia didn’t respond. Instead, she spun on her heel and stormed back inside. Corser followed her at a distance as though afraid she might contaminate him with her misery.

      Inside, the courthouse was just as extravagant. At last, I saw objects that had to have been sourced from the real world. Leather chairs and oil paintings and ostentatiously framed mirrors had been positioned with thought throughout the building. The interior walls had been plastered and painted ruby red in an effort of portraying the building as some sort of seventeenth-century stately home. On either side of the main hall was a set of staircases that ran up to a maisonette on the second floor. Between them on the ground floor was a central double door, through which we entered.

      The room on the other side was massive. Almost the entire width of the ground floor, it looked as though it was some sort of banquet hall, although it was now moonlighting as a court room. At least sixty people sat on rows of wooden pews, all facing towards the head table. As we entered, every head turned to watch. The heat of one hundred and twenty eyes on me was almost unbearable.

      Corser ignored them and led me down the centre towards the head table. There were four seats taken with the centre seat left vacant. To the right of the centre seat sat Cecilia. She scowled at me as I approached. Next to her was a man easily in his early hundreds. His silver hair stretched down past his shoulders, and his platted beard stretched down to his stomach, making him look like off season Santa after he had gone off the rails.

      The two seats to the left were taken up by two men. Both had to be at least forty and looked like brothers judging from their facial similarities. The one on the left looked more intense. He had the kind of eyes that restricted the viewer from looking directly into them without causing trouble. As I looked at him, he looked ready to leap over the table and beat me bloody.

      The one on the right had more charm to him. He was one martini and tuxedo away from playing the next James Bond. With his hair swept back, he eyed me with discontent, like I was the one inconveniencing him. Both were dressed in black, just like Cecilia and Rogue Santa, and were big enough to take my head off with a single punch.

      Corser reached the gap between the head table and the rows of onlookers and gestured for me to sit on a lone wooden chair positioned in the epicentre. I sat and watched as Corser squeezed into a space on the front row of the crowd. I could tell from the look on his face that he was nervous. He was invested now. I was the reward for all his hard work. He had brought me here, into the lion’s den. He was responsible, come what may.

      An uneasy silence drifted across the courtroom for a moment. It didn’t last long.

      ‘All rise for the honourable Maddox Cage,’ shouted Cecilia.

      In unison, everyone stood. I followed suit. I didn’t want to anger anyone by being imprudent. From the door we had entered through, I heard the sound of heavy footfall. I turned around and saw the man himself.

      Maddox Cage was an enormous brute of a man. Easily seven feet, which made him a statistical anomaly that afflicted about three in every million people. Every single muscle on his body looked like it had been pushed to the limit, yet he carried himself with the ease of a man half his size. The tight black t-shirt covering his chest left little to the imagination. He had to be at least fifty, maybe older, yet I had no doubt in my mind that he could crush me in just about any competition I could think of. His grey hair was cut short, and barely visible on the sides and back. He allowed a smattering of silver stubble that had probably grown in the time it took for him to walk from his bathroom to the courtroom. He had the look on his face of a man who knew he owned the room, yet wasn’t audacious enough to let it get to his head. A born leader.

      He strode down the aisle and walked right past me without so much as a curious glance and settled in behind his centre chair.

      ‘Sit please,’ he said to the crowd. His voice was deep and booming, each word packed the punch of C4. There was a brief commotion as sixty four bums found sixty-four seats before finally the man himself sat down.

      I remained standing. It felt right.

      Maddox Cage looked at me.

      ‘James Stone, welcome to Second Solace.’
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      His voice carried across the room, bouncing off the far walls, and echoed back at me a split second later. He gave me a wide smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes and gestured for me to take my seat.

      ‘I’ll be candid, Mr Stone. I don’t believe there is a person in this courthouse, or even anyone across our sovereign nation that expected to see you here,’ Maddox Cage said. ‘As such, I have decided to call this hearing in order to assess the gravity of the situation, not only for you, but for ourselves, and to come to a unified decision with my fellow members of the court that ensures the welfare of my people is kept in the highest regard. Mr Stone, normally I would offer you a representative to speak on your behalf should you wish. However, in light of the situation, I am going to ask that you represent yourself, given the nature of your background. Will that be a problem for you?’

      I shook my head.

      ‘Let it be known Mr Stone has agreed to represent himself,’ Cage said. His booming voice reverberated against my chest. ‘Now, could you please stand and tell the court why you were being transported across the state of Colorado without a security detail?’

      Five pairs of eyes watched from across the head table, and sixty pairs bore a hole into the back of my skull. I stood slowly and addressed Maddox Cage.

      ‘A while back, I was arrested in Florida,’ I said, because I couldn’t think where else to start. ‘There was a storm, a hurricane. I got hurt, then I got caught. They held me somewhere, I’m not so sure. A small room with no windows, and a bed like a slab of granite. Obviously it was a barrel of laughs, but it was kind of hard to keep a track of time.’

      ‘Hurry up,’ Cecilia snapped.

      Cage waved a hand at her, but said nothing. I blocked everyone else out and focused on just Cage. It made it easier to recant my story. I wasn’t one for audiences, even at the best of times, and this was far from ideal.

      ‘From there I was questioned by two FBI Agents,’ I continued. ‘I refused to answer their questions, so they made arrangements to have me transported to what they referred to as “a black site”. Somewhere outside of the laws of the government. Their plan was to use inhumane methods to extract the wealth of information I gathered during my time in Afghanistan, and since my return home as a suspected covert operative. Had they gotten their way, I’m sure I’d be enjoying a pretty rough time of it right about now.’

      ‘I have heard of these black sites before,’ Maddox mused. ‘People don’t often overstay their welcome, so to speak. But please, continue.’

      ‘As to why I was being transported with minimal surveillance, I believe that was in order to deter suspicion. The place they were taking me was hardly legal, and if news had broken that the FBI were trying to force information out of me, the media storm would have been immense. It would destroy their plans and put them in the uncomfortable position of having to stick me in front of an actual court. I don’t think they would want me sharing the sort of information I have. Not without risk of some massive backlash. So while the two FBI Agents went on ahead to set up the black site, I was transported via an unmarked truck with one man behind the wheel so that the number of people aware of my capture remained as low as possible. Then, well I imagine you know what happened after that. Your man Corser let me get acquainted with the interior of his trunk.’

      ‘So the only reason you have managed to get this far is due to the knowledge you have been privy to during your time in Afghanistan, yes?’ Cage probed.

      ‘That and a little bit of luck, yes.’

      ‘And can you please detail precisely what this information pertains to?’

      I shook my head.

      ‘A lot of people in the world would pay a staggering amount of money to find that out,’ I said. ‘And not one of them has yet to hear the details. Information has a price I’m afraid.’

      ‘He’s lying,’ spat Cecilia. ‘He knows nothing but how to save his own skin.’

      ‘Come now, Cecilia. The purpose of this hearing is to determine the truth,’ said Cage. ‘We cannot let prior dispersions pollute the course of justice. Now, Mr Stone, I do hope you understand the gravity of the situation. We need to assess whether your presence in our nation is a detriment to our security. In order to do that, we need to know if you will attract hostile attention.’

      ‘I can’t see why, considering no one outside of this little community of yours knows where I am, or even if I’m still alive. It’s been what, a day since the ambush? I could be anywhere in the country. Anywhere in the world, for that matter. So I’d say you’re sorted on that count.’

      ‘We will be the judge of that,’ Cage said.

      ‘Why are we wasting our time on this cretin?’ Cecilia snapped. ‘This is not what we expected. This fool cannot provide what we require. Whatever he knows is not pertinent to our situation. Therefore James Stone is nothing but a liability. The longer we allow him access to our nation, the higher are our chances of destroying everything we have built.’

      ‘Cecilia, I will not ask you again. Hold your tongue until we have heard the facts,’ Cage boomed. ‘I have promised Mr Stone a fair and honest trial. If you won’t hear him out, then you will be excused and we will carry on the trial without you.’

      ‘I think perhaps there is a way we can determine the credibility of our witness.’ It was Rogue Santa. His voice was deathly frail. All eyes turned on him.

      ‘I’m all ears, Fenwick,’ said Cage.

      The man called Fenwick shuffled arthritically in his chair and brought his wizened eyes up to meet me.

      ‘Well, Mr Stone. It may not come as a surprise that we did not stumble across you by happenstance. I feel it would not be above me to disclose the nature of his discovery?’ Fenwick twisted his head slowly to gauge Maddox’s response.

      ‘Fire away,’ he said.

      ‘We received a message,’ Fenwick said after he had twisted his neck back into shape. ‘A data burst, I believe they call it. A brief heads up from a reliable source that something of importance was being transferred to a secure location in the state of Oregon. However, here we find you, Mr Stone. What was that quote of Churchill’s? “You’re a riddle, wrapped in a mystery, inside an enigma.” But perhaps there is a key.’

      Fenwick smiled to himself, apparently lost in his own little world. It took a moment for him to stir from his reverie.

      ‘Spit it out, old man,’ snapped Cecilia.

      ‘What? Oh, yes. Well, we were fed this information for a reason. Our source believed that the information inside that truck was of great importance to us. So tell me, James Stone, what can you tell me about-’

      A deafening noise drowned out the old man’s rhetoric and filled the hall. It sounded like an old World War Two siren, slowly rising in pitch to a screeching crescendo, and then descending like a wave. It sparked a reaction like none I had ever seen before. As the pitch hit its pinnacle, everyone jumped to their feet. Ahead of me, Maddox, Cecilia, Fenwick and the two other men leapt up, pulling an assortment of weaponry from their holsters.

      ‘Get to your stations,’ roared Cage. ‘Double time!’

      The courtroom escalated into ordered chaos. People ran in every direction, preparing like soldiers in a battle. As I turned to watch where the bulk of the crowd was going, I felt hands on my shoulder, and I was heaved away towards a small side door.

      It was Corser. He sprinted through the door and up a small flight of stairs. I struggled to keep up. The ridiculous prison plimsolls were less than useless at a high speed getaway, but I didn’t have the time to kick them off and run barefoot. At the top of the staircase, Corser turned left and ran down the corridor into a room at the far end of the building. Massive windows overlooked the settlement and out over the wall, but Corser had no time for sightseeing. He threw me down and snatched up a sniper rifle leant against the window.

      ‘Stay down!’ he ordered without looking at me.

      ‘What is this?’ I asked.

      ‘Just shut up and stay out of sight.’

      With the rifle raised, he swung open the window and pointed the weapon out. Slowly, I peered up and looked through the window. Below, I could see dozens of armed men and women rushing into position. The settlement looked purpose built to defend an attack. Tucked into every available recess, the citizens of Second Solace raised their weapons and scanned the forest.

      ‘I said, get down!’ Corser threw his leg out and kicked me down to the ground. ‘You want to get shot? Do as you’re told.’

      I rested back against the wall, head lowered beneath the window. Corser twisted the rifle left and right, searching the dense woodland for something. The blare of the siren pervaded. I wished it would stop, but I had a feeling it would continue until the threat was cleared, whatever it may be.

      Sitting around like a lemon was killing me. I binged on curiosity. I had to know what was out there. With Corser’s attention taken fully by the scope of the rifle, I slowly eased my head up and around to look again. There was silence. Everyone was in position, weapons raised. The only movement came from the swaying branches high in the trees. I peered out through the sea of brown and green, looking for someone.

      But there was nothing. No one. Not a thing that looked even slightly out of the ordinary. Whatever had tripped the alarm was doing a damn fine job of being evasive.

      I heard footsteps in the hallway. I twisted back around and hid down below the window, facing the door. A large man was standing in the doorway, looking right at me. I hadn’t seen him before, but he wore the same garbs as Corser and the rest of the men and women of Second Solace.

      ‘Hey,’ I said.

      He ignored me and looked at Corser.

      ‘You’re wanted up on the roof,’ he barked at Corser. ‘Boss’s orders.’

      ‘Philips and May should be up there,’ Corser replied without taking his eye off the rifle scope.

      ‘May is on recon today. Someone’s got to cover the spot.’

      With a sigh, Corser retreated from the window and scooped up the sniper rifle.

      ‘This way,’ he said to me. But the big guy put up his hands.

      ‘The prisoner stays here with me,’ he said, standing in the doorway like a huge boulder. ‘It’s too exposed for him up there.’

      ‘Fine.’

      Corser nodded at me and squeezed past. The big guy strode into the room, stood over me, and looked down at me like I was a disobedient child and he was my carer. I didn’t like that feeling, so I stood up.

      He didn’t object. His rules weren’t as strict as Corser’s. Instead, he folded his arms and glanced out of the window.

      ‘So what’s all this commotion?’ I asked. ‘Did somebody do…. something?’

      The big guy frowned at me.

      ‘Sorry, I’m usually quicker with the wit,’ I said. ‘Haven’t slept much for the last few days, you know. You guys could do with building a better prison cell. The “hole in the ground” technique is a bit uncomfortable and chilly.’

      He turned his attention back to the window. In his hand he held a walkie talkie. I turned and looked out of the window again. Still nothing. What the hell was happening out there? The siren didn’t relent. My eardrums felt damaged beyond repair.

      ‘Seriously, what’s with the panic?’ I asked. ‘You guys expecting company?’

      ‘Don’t ask questions,’ was all he could be bothered to respond with.

      ‘Christ, remind me not to invite any of you around to a dinner party. The repartee here is as ripe as a turd.’

      He didn’t respond.

      I glanced around the room. It was a study of sorts. Lining the rear wall were rows of books. Most looked like they hadn’t been touched in an age. How old was this place? I walked across and perused the shelves. There were some classics. Ancient editions of Wuthering Heights, Of Mice and Men, and A Tale of Two Cities looked like they were worth a penny or two. I picked up the Dickens’ classic and skimmed through the pages.

      ‘It was the best of times, it was the worst of times,’ said the Wolf as he ran his fingers across the shelf.

      ‘The epoch of belief, the epoch of incredulity,’ I replied. ‘I like the word epoch. It’s from a bygone era.’

      Behind me I heard the crackle of the walkie. The words were hidden beneath the siren’s screech.

      ‘I always preferred the line “it was the season of Light, it was the season of Darkness.”’ mused the Wolf.

      ‘No you didn’t. You only said that because I literally just read that line.’

      ‘It’s a great line though, don’t you think. It sums us up quite well.’ He said. ‘You are the light, and I am the darkness.’

      ‘How very Goth of you. Next thing I know you’ll be dressing in black and growing your hair out.’

      ‘Not unless you make us.’

      I was about to laugh at the thought, but I didn’t get the chance. Something huge slipped around my throat and began to squeeze. A brief flash through my mind thought it was a python going in for the kill, but it was much worse.

      It was a human arm.

      The immense pressure was immediate. With ease, he picked me up off the ground and crushed his arms tighter and tighter. In seconds my head was throbbing, my eyes bulging. I dropped the book and clawed at the mammoth muscles. He was so much stronger than me, and there was little I could do to pull him off me.

      But I wasn’t completely out of options. With both hands, I gripped onto his arm, and threw my feet out onto the shelf. Running up them like makeshift steps, I twisted my body so it was elevated up over the attacker’s head. Then, with all the strength I could muster, I leapfrogged off the wall. The force was enough to knock the big guy off his feet, and together we crashed down onto the floor.

      But it wasn’t enough to make him let go. On his back, he seemed to have more resolve, and tightened his arms even more. Stranded like a turtle on his back, I could do little but thrash and scratch at his massive arms.

      It was useless. I let go and slammed my elbow down, once, twice, three times into his ribcage. He was a big guy, but not completely invulnerable. The constant attack on his chest took its toll, and I felt him try to recoil out from under me. Yet still, he held on. My lungs were empty. Like an addict, they craved air. My head flooded with visceral panic. The animalistic urge to survive overwhelmed, but under his control, there was little else I could do. As he heaved me aside to protect his ribs, I tried to continue my attack with my other arm, but the change in position seemed to give him more strength, and he squeezed tighter.

      I felt like my spine was about to snap. I couldn’t move my arm. It hung uselessly in the balance like a giant dead weight. There was nothing I could do. Nothing. He had completely disabled me. All there was left to do was die.

      I saw the flash without really registering it, and heard the deafening crack without knowing where it came from. I felt the splatter, smelt the combination of blood and heat, all without a clue what the hell had happened. Surely I was dead. He had to have split me in two. This had to be death.

      But it wasn’t. The python grip loosened. The world came swimming back into focus. I wriggled free and looked around. Standing in the doorway was Corser. Hanging from his arm was the sniper rifle he had wielded earlier, yet he seemed unable to hold it properly. He was in visible pain, clutching at his shoulder like he had been shot.

      Except he hadn’t. The big guy had.

      His head had been completely obliterated. Fragments of brain and bone splattered across the study like a Jackson Pollock painting. Blood trickled out of what remained of his skull, and seeped into the cracks in the floorboards. Someone downstairs was in for a treat.

      ‘What on Earth happened?’ Corser growled through gritted teeth.

      ‘That piece of shit tried to kill me, unless you hadn’t figured that part out,’ I wheezed. ‘Who is he?’

      ‘Frank Westaway. Fucking asshole, through and through. I knew something was up.’

      ‘Well, thanks I guess. Although maybe next time don’t use a sniper rifle in an enclosed space. Didn’t they tell you that’s bad etiquette?’

      Corser didn’t respond. Instead, he dropped the rifle and leaned into the wall, clutching his arm.

      ‘You okay?’ I asked.

      ‘Damn arm has dislocated,’ he snarled. ‘Hasn’t happened since I was in high school.’

      ‘You want me to help you pop it back in?’ I asked, hoping he didn’t.

      He shook his head. ‘No. I’ll get the doc. And I’ll get this goddamn alarm turned off. Stay here and wait till I can get someone to clean this mess up.’

      He staggered from the room, leaving me alone with the corpse.

      And a stash of weapons.
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      I waited until Corser was out of the door before I began my search. There was no telling how little time I had before someone arrived to clean up, and I wanted to ensure my time was used correctly.

      I started with the pistol. A slender, black weapon tucked into the holster at his hip. No point stealing it. Someone would notice, and I would likely be frisked if there was any suspicion that I had tampered with the body. I ejected the clip and eased out three of the unspent bullets and pulled off my shoe. Slipping the bullets in between my toes took little effort, and didn’t show when I pulled back on the plimsoll. I reloaded the clip and stuffed the pistol back into the holster precisely where it had been.

      Then I started with the jacket. In the left breast pocket was the walkie talkie. Whoever had been on the other end of the call had ordered Mr Westaway to kill me. Someone out there wanted me dead. Big surprise.

      I replaced the walkie and checked the other pocket. Inside, there was a flip knife. The casing was made from polished wood with the letters FW carved neatly in the centre. I flipped open the blade. It was about four inches long, and incredibly sharp. At least he hadn’t thought to use it on me. Perhaps his desire to keep the courthouse clean had led to the decision to keep it sheathed. It was a sad, disturbing irony that he now was making one hell of a mess.

      Again, I couldn’t risk stealing it. Anyone who knew Mr Westaway well enough would know of his signature blade. But I could steal some of it. I crossed to the bookshelf and rammed the blade into the minuscule gap between the shelf and the support. Using my palm, I bashed it in as far as it would go, and then threw all of my weight into the wooden casing. The blade bent and the shelf groaned under the pressure, but eventually it gave way. The wooden casing broke free from the blade and clattered down onto the floor.

      I scooped it up and twisted the end of the jagged metal back into the case and then tucked it back into his pocket. Taking care not to cut myself, I eased the bent blade out of the shelf. It was tucked tight into the gap and took more time than I was willing to allow it to break free. When it finally did, I untucked my large white shirt, and wrapped the blade in the fabric. Once I was satisfied it wouldn’t magically unroll without my permission, I carefully re-tucked my shirt into my trousers, and pulled the jumper down to cover the whole thing. Enough to survive a simple pat down.

      I left the corpse of Mr Westaway where he lay and sat by the window. The siren had died shortly after Corser left, and the residents of Second Solace had ceased their defensive stance. Most had moved back inside, but a few remained outside. They stood around and chatted with that eager energy that came in the aftermath of a burst of unspent adrenaline.

      ‘James?’ asked a woman behind me. I turned and saw a blonde-haired woman standing in the same battle dress as everyone else I’d seen. She was lithe, and strong. Peaceful and pretty. Maybe early thirties if I had to guess. She didn’t look at the corpse. ‘You’re wanted downstairs. Daddy - sorry - Maddox wants to speak to you.’

      Daddy?

      ‘Lead the way,’ I said with a smile, and followed her from the room. I could feel the wrapped blade pressing against my hip. For now, it would have to inconvenience me. I could adjust it later.

      We walked back down the same stairs Corser had hauled me up earlier, but instead of heading back into the courtroom, the young woman took me a different way. She pushed open a door to the right, and waited for me to go in first. Maddox Cage was there, as was Cecilia, and Rogue Santa. The three of them looked at me, Maddox with a smile, Rogue Santa with confused surprise, and Cecilia with pure hatred.

      ‘I see you’ve met my daughter,’ said Maddox before turning to address her. ‘Thank you, Gail, that will be all for now.’

      Gail gave me an encouraging smile, and closed the door behind me.

      All three looked at me, waiting for me to speak.

      ‘So,’ I said, looking at no one in particular. ‘Today’s been a bit weird, although not the first time I’ve been surprise-attacked by a stranger. You’d be amazed how much that happens, actually. For future reference, my safe word is Grapefruit. Just in case anyone else here tries to murder me.’

      ‘Do accept my apologies,’ Maddox said. ‘This is not how I like to conduct business. We built this place to be better than the outside world, but it would seem that the occasional mishap is unavoidable.’

      ‘If that’s what you define as a mishap, I’d hate to see what you’d call a fuck up.’

      Maddox smiled, albeit reluctantly, and sat down behind the large mahogany desk that occupied the main bulk of the room. If the place I’d been upstairs was a study, this was an office. A large oil painting hung on the wall behind his seat. It depicted a giant of a man, young and proud. It was Maddox himself, younger and brighter, but just as enormous as he was now.

      ‘Could you give us the room?’ Maddox asked.

      Without a word, both Rogue Santa and Cecilia left. As the door swung shut again, Maddox addressed me.

      ‘I had it commissioned shortly after this place was built,’ he said, looking up at his younger self, immortalised in oil. ‘I wanted it to stand as an effigy for all time. A symbol of progress to those who have yet to come. You know that old saying, “history is earned.” I believe in that statement. I believe people have gotten weak. We as a species have lost our grip on the top of the food chain. It comes from complacency. A sense of security. It’s a behavioural sink. I don’t like it.’

      ‘I suppose you don’t have much issue with it up here though,’ I said. ‘It’s quite the place you’ve got here.’

      ‘Have you heard that term before? “The behavioural sink?”’ Maddox asked. ‘It was coined by a man from Maryland by the name of John B. Calhoun. He studied the effects that overpopulation had on behaviour. He started with four pairs of mice, and put them together in this little utopian universe he had built. It wasn’t big. Just a nine foot square metal box with a few mesh tunnels leading out into small separate areas, but for the mice, it was more than enough. They didn’t need to worry about predators, or scavenging for food, or finding some place to sleep. It was an easy life for the mice, a safe life. A civilised life.’

      He got up from his desk and walked slowly around to look out of the window.

      ‘So, without the constant worry of survival, the mice were left with little to occupy their lives. And what do any living creatures on earth do when they’ve got time in abundance? They copulate. Naturally, the population grew rapidly, doubling every month or so for almost a year until it reached six hundred.’

      Maddox turned to look at me.

      ‘The population peaked there. It hit the pinnacle, and then dropped right off the charts. The last birth was around the six hundredth day. Between those three hundred days the structure of society just went to shit. That’s what Calhoun called the “behavioural sink”. The mice stopped looking after their young, the males that had once been dominant now struggled to defend their territories and females. That naturally left a void, which in turn made the females more aggressive, and led to more and more attacks which the males just weren’t defending.’

      I noticed he wasn’t blinking. He was like a machine, programmed to detail an old experiment.

      ‘At day six hundred, the population started to become extinct,’ Maddox continued, ‘the females ceased to reproduce, and the males withdrew completely. They chose not to fight or mate. Instead, they ate, drank, slept, and groomed themselves meticulously. Calhoun dubbed these males “the beautiful ones” due to their sleek, healthy coats and lack of scars. Their ideology had changed entirely.’

      Maddox walked back and sat behind his desk.

      ‘Now,’ he said, ‘Calhoun summarised from this experiment that when all available space is taken, and all social roles have been filled, the competition and stress experienced results in a total shit storm of society—my words, not his—and eventually the population just collapses. He described the outcome of his experiment as a metaphor for the fate of humanity. He said that once mankind had overcome the need to fight and survive, we would go the same way as his mice. Now, don’t you think that’s just atrocious? After all we as a species have been through, all the battles and hardships we have overcome, that we would just fade from existence like a dying candle in a storm.’

      He shook his head.

      ‘That is why we are here, James. That is why I have devoted my life to building this place, our Second Solace. I will not stand around and allow the human race to piss away millennia of survival. This is not just my fight, it is all of ours. And you see, this is why I was so curious to meet you. Regardless of your past, regardless of what you have done, you are one thing above all else. A survivor.’

      Maddox leaned forwards across his desk, staring intently at me. His eyes bore into my soul, searching for the truth. But then he leaned back in his chair and smiled.

      ‘Let me tell you a little about Second Solace. Named after a scrapped plan by NASA to colonise Mars. We started this place nearly thirty years ago. There were just eight of us. Much smaller back then. Without the manpower we have now, we practically lived out of tepees and collected rainwater from the leaves. It took a long time to grow to the numbers we have now and truly build this place into a symbol of power. Myself and Fenwick started work on this place straight away. We wanted to take the best of America and rebuild it here. We have more plans to expand, but they can wait for now. In fact, let me show you our grand town a little, yes?’

      ‘Lead the way,’ I said.

      We walked past the seething Cecilia guarding the door, and out into the cool morning breeze. Snowflakes drifted gently down from the sky, settling peacefully on the trees and rooftops.

      ‘I found this place as a young man,’ Maddox said. ‘Probably around your age, in fact. I used to come hiking with my father on the weekends. We stumbled across this very spot one long summer’s day after hours of hiking. We camped just behind those trees,’ he pointed at a spot off to my right. ‘You know, this place is practically impenetrable. We’ve got sheer rock walls to the east and west that only the best of climbers would dare traverse, and an enormous river canyon running down the south. We built the road up alongside it. One way in, one way out. That kind of deal. The track is tight and winding. Nothing gets up there without us knowing. To the north, we have our wall. There’s about thirty miles of untamed woodland and mountains between us and civilisation. We’ve got lookouts to both the north and the south 24/7.’

      ‘Not fond of guests?’ I asked.

      ‘Not fond of intruders. We have a careful process for people who want to join up. We’ve had a number of people who can talk the talk and walk the walk but in reality when you sit them down and show them the facts, you suddenly realise all that talk ain’t worth shit. So now we’re careful. We keep it controlled. We make sure that everyone who comes here knows precisely why we built this place.’

      ‘To survive.’

      ‘To continue the human race,’ he said. ‘By any means necessary.’

      He slapped his massive hand on my shoulder.

      ‘We’ll continue this later,’ he said. ‘As you can imagine, I have a lot to investigate. I can’t have my own men attacking people without my permission. For now I’m afraid you will have to wait in the cell. It’s a precautionary measure to protect you as much as my people. I’ll have Cecilia post a guard on you at all times as well for added measure.’

      ‘You think that’s wise?’ I asked. ‘Cecilia isn’t exactly routing for me.’

      Maddox laughed again.

      ‘Cecilia is alright,’ he said. ‘She won’t lay a finger on you. Well, she won’t so long as you don’t call her Cece. She hates that.’

      I made a mental note to only ever call her Cece from now on.

      ‘I’ll reconvene with you soon,’ Maddox said. ‘I’ll make sure you’re well-fed and hydrated while you’re here.’

      ‘And the trial?’ I asked.

      ‘The trial has been postponed indefinitely. Make no mistake, we will continue our discussion later, but you can rest easy for now. I know you didn’t orchestrate your own attempted murder, so at least you aren’t a suspect in that regard.’

      He laughed again and turned back towards the courthouse. Cece had followed at a distance. Maddox waved her over.

      ‘Cecilia, can you please escort Mr Stone back to the cell? Post a guard on him. They are to stay with him until I arrange some more suitable accommodation. Oh, and get the man something to eat.’

      She nodded and walked over to me.

      ‘Come with me,’ she said briskly. Maddox gave me another smile, and we parted ways. I followed Cece back down towards the settlement. The chaos of earlier had died off. Snow settled on the ground, creating a thin sheet of sparkling white across the land. I followed in the tiny footprints left by the angry woman.

      ‘I think we’ve got off on the wrong foot,’ I said. ‘You wanted to kill me, I called you a bitch, we both said things we didn’t mean. So let’s start over and maybe we can be best buds, yeah?’

      She ignored me.

      ‘Great,’ I continued. ‘Since we’ve buried the proverbial hatchet, we should come up with nicknames for each other, right? I could be J-dog, and you can be Cece!’

      I practically felt the repulsion roll over her. She stopped dead in her tracks and spun around to face me.

      ‘Call me that again and I’ll cut out your tongue, snake.’

      ‘Oh, come on, I thought we were past calling me snake,’ I said, savouring the moment. ‘I said Wolf, or—as mentioned—J-dog. If you won’t listen to me, I won’t listen to you.’

      Cece scoffed and turned back around. She stormed away in a hurry, I followed close behind. It was always fun poking the bear, even if the bear would quite happily rip the head off my shoulders.

      ‘Come on,’ I jeered. ‘Let’s not let a thing like this come between us. We were really bonding there.’

      She pulled out her walkie and barked an order into it without acknowledging me. We made it back to the hole in double time. I saw the guy who had pulled me out the last time. He watched us with disinterest, smoking a cigarette, and pulled aside the cover when we were close enough to ensure that only a minimal amount of snow would make it inside.

      ‘Back already?’ he mused when we arrived. He flicked aside his cigarette and held out his hand to me to help me down. I took a step forwards to reach him.

      ‘Hey, snake,’ Cece growled.

      I turned, but as I did, she darted forward and kicked me in the gut. I tumbled backwards into the hole, hit the ground with a sickening thud and gasped for air. My entire body throbbed with pain. I caught her satisfied smile as the guard heaved the cover back into place, and my world descended into darkness.

      I rolled over and slowly regained the ability to breathe. My old prison clothes were right where I had left them. I picked them up and folded them into a makeshift pillow. It helped enough to ease the headache a little, though I knew it was likely to last for hours at least.

      I pulled out the bullets from my shoe. I didn’t want to leave them on me. I used the blade to dig free a small chunk of the frozen earth from the wall, and drove each bullet into the softer mud behind. I left the tip slightly exposed in case I needed to retrieve it in the dark, then packed a little gathering of rocks on the ground about a foot to the right. I kept the blade with me, tucked into my shirt. I doubted anyone would investigate the hole, but if they did, I didn’t want to leave what might be an obvious sign to my treasures. As I pressed the third bullet into the dirt, I heard footsteps above, and quickly fell back onto my makeshift pillow.

      The cover was pulled back again to reveal two people. The first was Cece. She scowled down at me and held in her hand a silver tray. The second was the man I assumed had become my permanent bodyguard. He was a tall guy with a beard and hand tattoos that I only noticed because they were wrapped around a pump-action shotgun.

      I looked up at Cece.

      ‘Look, I’m sorry about earlier,’ I said to her. ‘I’m just tired and hungry, and all this is new to me. I’m still trying to adjust, and I shouldn’t have taken it out on you. You get that, right? You can see… see.’ I couldn’t hide the smile.

      She fixed me with a look like she’d sucked all the colour out of some yellow snow.

      ‘Enjoy your meal, snake,’ she said, tipping the contents of the tray down into the hole. It splattered and mixed in with the dirt. It looked like some kind of thick soup. Chunks of potato floated lazily along in the hot, trickling liquid. But I had little time to observe them before the cover was thrown back into place.

      ‘You just had to antagonise her, didn’t you?’ grumbled the Wolf.
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      It was a long time before someone finally came for me. Hours upon hours of lying around thinking about the mess I had gotten myself into, and wondering how on Earth I would ever get out of it. I scavenged what I could from the ruined soup. I had to. I needed sustenance. It had been over twenty-four hours since the sandwich Corser had offered, and even that had been a long time since any real food.

      I tried to sleep. My stomach growled from the meagre offering of dirty, cold potato, but there was nothing else I could do. I had to wait, and the best way to kill time was unconscious.

      But sleep was as lacking as my meal. I managed maybe a couple of minutes and awoke as cantankerous as I had in the boot of Corser’s car. I needed a proper bed, I needed proper shelter, and I needed a proper meal.

      The man with the shotgun pulled me out into a dark snowstorm. The ridiculous prison plimsolls had managed the world record in uselessness as the loose fabric soaked up the bitterly cold snow in just a matter of seconds. The numbing chill crept up through my toes, across my feet and into my ankles, which made the slow trudge back to the bizarre civilisation a tiresome experience.

      Shotgun Joe—as I decided to call my guard—said nothing. The moment he pulled me out, he flicked his head in gesture for me to follow, and we walked up towards the courthouse in silence.

      But as we reached the crossroads back into town, Shotgun Joe pushed straight on instead of right, and led me down into a new part of the settlement. It was quite similar to the rest of what I’d seen. The same wood had been used to construct the mass of buildings. The same gas lanterns lit up the interiors. The same curious onlookers peered through their windows out at the lone pair trudging through the snow.

      However this area seemed to be heavily residential. Gone were the taverns and corner shops of the main strip. Each house I passed had some semblance of personality. Little welcoming signs hung outside front doors with phrases like “there’s no place like home” or “home is where the heart is”. Some front porches featured swinging chairs or potted plants buried under an inch of snow. I could spot patterned curtains in first-floor windows. Dog bowls on front yards. Signs, post-boxes, everything that resembled a life outside of Second Solace.

      Through the snow I could make out a figure in the distance. A small person wrapped in a huge parka coat. A woman. She waved as we approached and pulled back her hood. It was the girl from earlier. Gail.

      ‘Boy it sure is cold out tonight,’ she said to no one in particular. ‘Let’s go in, quick.’

      She trotted back over to the nearest house and swung the door open. There was a pair of pink wellies standing on either side of the door. Both were filled with dirt, and had a fake sunflower protruding happily out of the top. A smiley face adorned the area usually taken by the seeds.

      I hustled through the open door, shaking off the excess snow before I crossed the threshold and felt the immediate, welcoming heat of an open fire. Shotgun Joe was the last inside. He closed the door behind him and stood beside me.

      ‘Oh, your feet,’ gasped Gail, looking at my sodden plimsolls. ‘You must be freezing. Let me get you something dry to wear.’

      ‘I’ll be alright,’ I replied without really knowing why I was denying something I craved.

      ‘Nonsense. I’ll be two minutes. Go warm yourself by the fire.’

      That I didn’t object to. I kicked off my plimsolls and crossed over to the roaring fire. It felt amazing on my skin, like a warm, soothing, syrupy hug. I let the heat penetrate me, bringing me to a temperature I hadn’t felt since Florida. This time, however, it was welcomed. I savoured every second of it until Gail returned with a pair of hiking boots.

      ‘These were daddy’s old boots,’ she said, handing the boots over to me. ‘He was a size twelve. What are you?’

      ‘Ten and a half, in England sizes’ I replied. I held the boot to my foot. ‘But it’ll do the trick. Thanks.’

      ‘Don’t mention it,’ she said with a cute smile. ‘They were doing nothing in my closet. You might as well use them.’

      I put them on the ground beside me. No point wearing them indoors.

      ‘Can I get you some food?’ she asked the both of us. Shotgun Joe shook his head, but I nodded, and she danced away to the kitchen, full of joy. She was surprisingly bouncy for a survivalist. I expected them to be a little more dour and dismal, as had been shown from everyone else I’d met. But Gail was full of life.

      She had changed out of her military attire, opting for a pair of faded jeans and a knitted jumper the colour of a banana. Her fair hair had been tied back into a pony tail. The look suited her. When she returned from the kitchen with a bowl of piping hot soup—similar to the dish Cece had wasted—and a few slices of freshly cut bread, I thanked her profusely, and wolfed the whole thing down in seconds. The soup was near boiling, but I didn’t care. It just felt amazing to have something warm in my stomach.

      ‘Oh boy, I guess you were hungry,’ she laughed. Her accent almost sounded Texan. It was slightly out of place in such a cold environment, but it was a welcome change, like a cool beer on a hot summer day.

      Gail snatched up the empty bowl and hustled back to the kitchen to wash it, despite my protest that I would do it for her. I listened to her gentle hum drift through into the dining area while I watched Shotgun Joe absentmindedly caress his shotgun. What a weird place.

      ‘I’ve cleaned out the spare room,’ Gail said, returning to the dining room with a smile on her face. ‘We couldn’t have you spending another night out in the cold, especially with the storm approaching.’

      ‘I… oh…’ I stumbled. ‘Thank you. I didn’t realise you were taking me in.’

      ‘It’s no bother. I live here by myself and, well it can get pretty lonely sometimes. I don’t know why on Earth they gave me such a big house to myself, you know?’

      I didn’t, but that didn’t seem to matter as she continued, nonetheless.

      ‘You know I’ve lived here my whole life,’ she said. ‘Well, technically that isn’t true. I’ve been here since I was a kid, and I don’t remember anything from my life before then, so I feel like I’ve been here since I was born. It’s pretty exciting to have a newcomer round here. I bet you’ll get a lot of attention from the others.’

      ‘Attention isn’t usually something I look for,’ I replied.

      ‘I guess not,’ she mused. ‘Oh, but anyway, I’ll show you up to your room. You must be exhausted.’

      I thanked her again and followed her upstairs, boots tucked under my arm. The house really was quite big. Deceptively so. There were three bedrooms. One for Gail, two were spare. Then there was the bathroom, which I glanced through the open door. It was easily the size of my childhood bedroom, which when you consider how it was made seemed almost ostentatious.

      ‘Here we are,’ Gail said as we walked through into the spare room. ‘It’s nothing special, but there’s no draft, and you get a lovely view of the morning sun rising through the window.’

      ‘It’s amazing,’ I said. ‘Thank you so much for this. I really appreciate it.’

      ‘Oh please,’ she grinned. ‘I’m always happy to do my part. It’s not right them putting you in a hole in the ground, not in this weather.’ She turned to address Shotgun Joe. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t realise you would be joining James. I can make a cot for you on the couch?’

      ‘Just a chair outside the door will suit,’ he said. His voice was gruff to match his demeanour. ‘I’m to guard him at all times.’

      ‘Oh, okay then.’ Gail said. ‘I’ve got a chair through in the other room if you’d like to use that?’ Shotgun Joe nodded, and Gail pointed him in the right direction. When he was through the door and out of sight, Gail turned to me once more. ‘Oh, I don’t know if you knew, what with everything going on today, but I just wanted to wish you a Merry Christmas.’

      ‘Oh,’ I said, feeling taken aback, ‘I hadn’t realised.’

      ‘We don’t celebrate it up here. Not really. Daddy says it’s one of the things that’s ruining this country. It’s more a corporate holiday than anything else, but I like to think it’s still about love, and family, and doing the right thing. So I just wanted to share the festivities.’ She smiled at me.

      ‘Well, thank you. I appreciate it,’ I said. ‘And a Merry Christmas to you too.’

      Shotgun Joe reappeared carrying a chair in his arms.

      ‘Sleep tight, Mr Stone,’ said Gail, as she swung the door shut.

      I placed my new old shoes down beside the bed and gently reclined onto the mattress. It was an old bed. The mattress couldn’t be more than an inch or two thick, but it was bliss. The duvet was an itchy woollen throw, but over my clothes it was more than adequate. I nestled my bruised head down onto the pillow and exhaled. No hole, no cold, no killers, no blood, no death, no turmoil. Just a warm, cosy bed. A better end to Christmas Day than I had any right to ask for.

      I fought sleep just long enough to do something about the blade. I picked up my right boot and worked the blade into the tired rubber heel. It cut through easily enough, and once it was three quarters of the way in, I knew it wouldn’t come loose in a hurry. I returned the boot to the floor and lay down once more.

      I fell asleep in seconds, just as I knew I would. But I couldn’t shut off the dreams. They came almost every night like a slideshow of my mistakes and regrets. Forever determined to haunt my unconscious.

      I saw a hotel room. A large, pristine space with windows overlooking the beach. I drifted across to them and looked out, searching for someone, searching for her, but as I reached the glass the weather turned. The storm rolled in and masked everything under a thick layer of heavy rain and fog.

      I turned from the window and scanned the room. Ahead was the kitchen, beside it was the door to the bathroom. It was closed, but I could see already that the lock had been broken open. I tried to head towards it, but my body wanted something else. It wanted me to go left, towards the bedroom.

      I tried to fight it, but I was powerless. I tried to shut my eyes, I tried to will my mind to wake up. Nothing worked. Like I was watching a film projected directly on to my eyes. Slowly, I slid towards the door, knowing what was on the other side.

      ‘You could have saved us, James. You could have saved us.’

      They spoke in unison, repeating the phrase over and over and over and over. So many faces. Each I recognised. Each hurt by my actions. Eva, Isabella, Ethan, Rosaelin, Pennock, Sandy. All speaking together. Faces gaunt. Eyes lifeless. The ghosts of my life.

      ‘This is it James, this is your legacy.’ It was the Wolf. He stood amongst the crowd, watching them, not with amusement or interest, but with the same vacant expression that adorned all their faces. ‘This is everything you have tried to avoid, yet this is all you will ever create. Destruction and death. Pain and loss.’

      The crowd shuffled closer, like animated corpses. None alive. None really registering me. I tried to back away, but I was unable to. They moved closer and closer until their ghostly silhouettes were almost upon me. I closed my eyes and screamed.

      And then they were gone. Their chanting ceased. I opened my eyes and saw but two people.

      Sophie and Peter.

      Her long hair drifted in a breeze I couldn’t feel. His once beautiful eyes, so bright and radiant, now appeared cold and empty. Her smile replaced by a look or perpetual horror. His youthful skin looked aged and rotting.

      ‘You could have saved us, James,’ they gasped. ‘You could have saved us.’

      I awoke in a cold sweat. My hands trembled. My heart pounded against my chest. The door was closed. I must not have made any noise. I climbed out of bed and looked out through the window. The blizzard had subsided a little. A heavy layer of snow covered the ground. I couldn’t see any footprints. I couldn’t see anyone. Night was still king of the land. I must not have been asleep for long.

      I crept over to the bedroom door and pressed my ear against it. No sound, yet I knew Shotgun Joe would be positioned outside the door. That was fine, he could stay there all night for all I cared.

      But he would be guarding an empty room.

      I slipped on my new old boots and tied the laces. They were a little big, but still leagues ahead of the ridiculous plimsolls. I crept across to the window and fumbled with the latch. With care, I heaved the window open and peered out. The window overlooked the front of the building. Beneath me was the roof of the porch. It looked strong enough to take my weight, and would be enough to provide me a way to climb back up. The cold hit me immediately. I couldn’t take long, Shotgun Joe might feel the cool breeze from under the door if I left the window open. I eased myself out onto the ledge and shut the window behind me.

      I dropped down into the snow and crept into the shadow of the porch. I didn’t want anyone to spot me. I scanned the night for some sign of life, but saw none. Most people would already have gone to bed by now. Only those on watch would brave the winter cold.

      The wall was in the distance to my left. I could just about make it out from where a small layer of snow had nestled on the top, creating a thin, straight white line in the darkness. Satisfied there was no one watching me, I crept back out into the road, staying close to the trees, and headed for the wall.

      Getting there was easy. The roads were empty, and there was nothing in the way of an obstruction between me and it. Maddox had said the wall was to the North of the settlement, which meant East was to my right.

      The ground directly beneath the wall was lacking in snow. The winds had protected it from the brunt of the storm, leaving a nice, easily traversable patch to skulk along.

      I picked up the pace and followed the wall as it stretched off into the dark. I didn’t know how far it would reach, or how big Second Solace was. But through the darkness I could see the shape of the tall mountains close by.

      Something moved up ahead. I ducked down and pressed myself tight into the wall and watched. Two figures trudged slowly through the snow. They were a good few yards out from the wall, walking in the snow instead of following the drier area. Slowly, I moved into a prone position. The grass was damp, and the cold water soaked into my clothes.

      The figures hiked steadily onwards, unaware that I lay in wait so close nearby. Both were armed. They chatted amiably together. They didn’t so much as glance in my direction. Just another night on watch. Nothing special. I waited until they had walked out of sight before I got to my feet and continued. I figured there would be a number of guards on watch. Probably in pairs to ensure no one slacked off, especially in this weather. If they were circling the settlement, I could hopefully be done without running into anyone else.

      Hopefully.

      The high mountain cliffs loomed up ahead. From what I could see, they were almost vertical, and stretched high into the sky like, well, mountains. Maddox had spoken about how well fortified this area was, and he wasn’t kidding. No way was anyone scaling a head on attack over these stone behemoths.

      But that wasn’t a problem for me. I wasn’t climbing out. I stood at the point where the mountain rock met the ground and pressed my back up against the wooden wall. Then I pushed off and walked with one foot after the other heading south.

      I counted my footsteps. It was vital I got it right. I needed to make absolute certain that I didn’t over or under count, lest I be left to search helplessly in the darkness until the dawn came calling or a guard spotted me.

      I reached three hundred steps and stopped. It had to be around here somewhere. I knelt down and patted at the ground, searching for some sign. It had to be near the tree, right? Somewhere around here.

      My hand grazed over the rock and my heart froze. Here. Yes. Hurriedly, I clawed at the dirt, searching for what lay beneath. It couldn’t be too deep.

      And there it was. My fingers stroked the plastic bag carefully, and I pulled it free from the dirt and snow. I removed the plastic bag and held it in my hand.

      The satellite radio.
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      The van came to a halt a staggering fifteen hours later. From the floor of the public bathroom, I had been hurled back into the van, cuffed back in place, and left to starve for the remainder of the journey. None too pleased with my attack, Officer Gomez had ensured that the restraints dug into my wrists as deep as humanly possible.

      By the time he pulled up and hauled me out, I felt like I had slipped into a coma. The lack of water combined with the intense heat had left me little more than the ghost of a human. My mind had turned to static. My skin had shrivelled and pruned. As Gomez pulled me out, I flopped onto the ground like a corpse.

      ‘Get up, asshole,’ he snapped.

      I tried to engage some form of response, but I could manage no more than a nonsensical gargle. With a massive sigh of reluctance, Gomez scooped me up and pushed me forwards.

      The cold breeze felt good on my skin. The ludicrous heat of the daytime had been replaced by a glorious chill. Even with heavy clouds blanketing the sky, the temperature had to be around zero.

      We were in what looked like the centre of a deserted parking lot. A large nondescript office building stood off to my right, with two armed men at the door. I waved stupidly at them, but they ignored me. Charming.

      ‘This way,’ Gomez snapped. He shunted me towards the door. With my severely restrained bonds, I hobbled forwards like some sort of disfigured golem. My breathing was hoarse, every inhale sounded like a donkey whine. Gomez pushed me again, forcing me to speed up, but all it achieved was sending me face first back to the ground.

      ‘Christ. You two, pick this asshole up,’ he barked at the two guards.

      They hurried forwards and scooped me up and dragged me inside.

      The refreshing chill of conditioned air soothed me as we crossed the threshold. Legs limp and trailing behind me, the two guards dragged me down a narrow corridor. On either side I could see doors leading off to hidden rooms. None of them were for me. My door, apparently, lay up ahead.

      As the two guards reached the door at the far end, it opened wide, revealing a plain boxed room not unlike the room back in Florida. Sitting behind the table were two familiar faces.

      ‘Here he is, the fugitive himself!’ cheered Agent Whyte. ‘You were a good boy for the rest of the journey, yes?’

      The guards deposited me into a vacant chair on the other side of the table and backed out of the room.

      ‘Look at him,’ said Agent Miles. ‘The poor kid can barely hold his head up. You want a drink? Water, coffee? How about a beer? You look like a beer guy. Am I right or am I right?’

      I said nothing.

      ‘I thought we were past the silent treatment James,’ sighed Whyte. ‘If you want to be treated like a child, then so be it, but don’t blame us when you get your time out.’

      ‘Just get it over with,’ I croaked. It hurt to speak.

      ‘Get wha… oh, the “torture”,’ Miles said, using air quotes for the last word. ‘Relax kid, we had to tell the brass something. But that’s not why you’re really here.’

      ‘Well, not if you cooperate,’ smiled Whyte.

      ‘That’s right. You know, we’re on the same team James. You and us, we’re fighting the same fight,’ said Miles. ‘You think we really give a damn about the people you’ve killed? All the scum, and detriments to society. Hector Salazar, Domingo Reyes, Derek Reddington. Hell, we should give you a damn medal. You’ve done the dirty work for us. You’re quite the efficient killer, you know?’

      ‘And all this stuff to do with Afghanistan,’ sighed Agent Whyte. ‘That’s not our concern. Unless you’re planning on blowing us off the face of the Earth, we couldn’t give a damn about any memory drives you’ve got tucked up your ass.’

      ‘If you say so,’ I croaked.

      ‘Out of curiosity,’ Miles said, leaning forwards. ‘Did you ever look at what was on it? I know the papers say you did, but I want to hear it from the mouth of the horse, so to speak.’

      ‘What does it matter whether I did or not?’ I said.

      ‘It doesn’t, it’s just to satisfy my curiosity.’

      ‘The famous cat killer.’ I said.

      ‘What? Oh, right. Smart. But you know, we are serious. As far as we are concerned, right now, you’re free to go.’

      Agent Whyte leaned across the table and unlocked my cuffs. I rubbed my sore wrists, looking at the mark left from over twenty-four hours in chains. Deep red marks bruised the skin.

      ‘We are currently in the grand old state of Kansas, so you’ve got a whole lot of land in every direction that you are more than welcome to go and explore and get yourself killed in,’ said Whyte. ‘You know where the door is. We won’t stop you unless you commit a major crime, of course.’

      ‘But for the most part, you’re free to do whatever you see fit,’ said Miles. ‘You could hop a freighter back to England and see how much they’ve missed you.’

      ‘I’d go to the Maldives if I were you,’ said Whyte. ‘Sun, sea, sand and sangrias. Oh my, I’m getting a hot sweat just thinking about it.’

      The FBI Agents smiled at me as though waiting for a response.

      I sneezed.

      ‘Sorry,’ I said, rubbing my nose. ‘It’s my allergies. They always flare up around bullshit.’

      ‘You’re funny, James,’ said Whyte. ‘Real funny. But what’s there stopping you? The door is right behind you. We won’t object if you want to just walk right out.’

      ‘Except you wouldn’t have brought me out here without an agenda,’ I said. ‘As fun as this game is, can we just skip this horse shit act that you two have spent countless evenings perfecting, and just tell me why I’m here?’

      ‘You’re here to spend the next few weeks subjected to all kinds of unspeakable interrogation techniques in order to determine precisely what you know,’ said Miles. ‘That’s what the whole world thinks. Or rather, the people who know you’re here, which is admittedly quite a select few. We’re not due to update our bosses until the start of the new year, which gives us precisely,’ he looked as his watch. ‘Eleven days to play with. That’s a lot of time. You could travel around the world in that time. You could dig a hole so deep, ain’t no one going to find you.’

      ‘Then why do I get the feeling I wouldn’t even get my hands on a shovel?’ I said.

      Both agents smiled. Agent Whyte took a stick of gum out of his pocket and put it in his mouth.

      ‘Well,’ said Miles. ‘That would be entirely up to you now, wouldn’t it?’

      ‘Yes,’ said Whyte. ‘You would have to make peace with everything before you could step foot outside.’

      ‘And that’s entirely your choice,’ said Miles. ‘We aren’t holding a gun to your head.’

      ‘But you’ll want to hear what we have to say first,’ said Whyte, gum bouncing around his mouth. ‘Because it’s real important. The fate of the world hangs in the balance.’

      ‘Well, maybe that’s a little brash. The fate of the United States hangs in the balance.’

      ‘Yes. Our great nation is in dire trouble, and we believe that you might just be able to lend a hand.’

      I frowned.

      ‘And how exactly do you expect me to do that?’ I asked.

      ‘Well, we need you to do what you do best,’ said Whyte.

      ‘We need you to kill someone,’ said Miles.

      I stared at those stupid, polished teeth grinning at me. I could practically see my own reflection in them.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ I said, taking my eyes off his ridiculous teeth. ‘I didn’t realise my arsehole was that big.’

      I watched their looks of confusion grow.

      ‘You’ve got me beat there, James,’ said Whyte, teeth smacking against the gum. ‘Can’t say I know what the heck you’re talking about.’

      ‘Well, I must have quite a big arsehole for you to mistake me for a puppet.’

      ‘There’s the wit again,’ said Whyte. ‘You’re not one for talking coherently are you?’

      ‘Well, the same could be said for you two.’ I replied.

      ‘We’re simply asking you a question,’ said Miles. ‘We could have taken you down the proper channels. Just imagine the prison sentence you would be facing for all your crimes. Hell, we could have popped you execution style, two in the chest and one in the head. Ain’t no way to walk that off, is there?’

      ‘So it’s not a question of whether or not I’ll choose to do it, but more whether or not I want to get shot in the back of the head on my way out?’

      ‘Nobody is saying that James,’ said Miles. ‘We just want to lay out the facts. Then you can make the decision whether you want to do some good in the world.’

      ‘Then beguile me, won’t you?’ I said. ‘Clearly, you’re dying to tell me who it is you want me to kill.’

      ‘That’s the spirit, James,’ said Whyte. ‘Cooperation is key, remember?’

      ‘You help us, we help you,’ said Miles.

      ‘Quid pro quo, as they say,’ said Whyte.

      ‘God, you two are annoying.’ I said, rubbing my face in frustration. ‘Just spit it out already.’

      Agent Jonah Miles smiled at me.

      ‘What we’re about to tell you is classified,’ he said. ‘Only a handful of people outside this room really know what is going on, but only myself and Agent Whyte here know the full score.’

      ‘Let me start at the beginning,’ said Whyte. ‘I don’t need to remind you what state the world was in last November, do I?’

      I said nothing.

      ‘The whole world went into high alert,’ continued Miles. ‘We had chatter coming in from each and every angle about the next attack and the next target. It’s our job to syphon the real threats from the bullshit and put those assholes down before they blow up a school or something. Since 9/11, we’ve been the best in the world at it. So when we hear reports that Tariq Al-Assad had resurfaced, we take it pretty damn seriously.’

      ‘Who is Tariq Al-Assad?’ I asked.

      ‘Well, I’m glad you asked, James,’ said Whyte. ‘Tariq Al-Assad is one twisted motherfucker. You know what Operation Iraqi Freedom is, right?’

      ‘The US invasion of Iraq three years ago,’ I said.

      ‘Correct,’ said Whyte. ‘Well, one of the many spoils of war we managed to get our hands on over there was a Nuclear Arms Specialist by the name of Tariq Al-Assad. One of the best the world has ever seen. His blueprints have been sold all across the world. Russia, North Korea, China. We could rip this world a new asshole thanks to the knowledge inside that man’s head. And luckily for us, we managed to scrape him up and bring him home.’

      ‘Except that there were some pretty serious complications,’ said Miles. ‘Al-Assad wasn’t a healthy terrorist. Poor safety conditions mixed with a couple kilo-tonnes of radioactive material do not go well together. You don’t stick that kind of environment for long without taking your work home with you, so to speak. We picked him up out of his hole and put the pieces together pretty fast. Tumours up the wazoo. The man was not long for this world.’

      ‘But the American Government doesn’t care much for the wellbeing of terrorists,’ said Whyte. ‘We figured we could squeeze a good couple of months out of him before he went to meet his Gods, so we shipped him home and put him to work.’

      ‘Only problem was,’ said Miles. ‘We lost him.’

      ‘You lost him?’ I repeated.

      ‘Not in the sense a guy looses his keys,’ said Whyte. ‘We put him through a couple rounds of chemotherapy to try to help the guy out, but there was a complication. The doctors came out and told us he was dead. We asked for the body, and they told us he was gone. End of story. He was there one moment and gone the next. We suspected foul play, but it never really went anywhere. It was a whole thing, I don’t want to get into it. We tried looking for him, but we couldn’t make it public. We couldn’t let the American people know we’d gone and lost one of the most dangerous minds this world has ever seen.’

      ‘So we shut it down and counted our lumps and moved the hell on,’ said Miles. ‘And that was that. We went two whole years thinking the man was fertiliser, then one day in November last year, we heard news contrary to our beliefs. Al-Assad was alive, and not only that, he was still in the country.’

      ‘Have you ever heard of a place called Second Solace?’ asked Agent Whyte.

      I shook my head.

      ‘I’m not surprised. Most of the country hasn’t. Second Solace is a small, isolated settlement set up by a bunch of hippies in the mountains of Montana,’ said Miles. ‘They named it after this failed experiment to colonise Mars. Taking the name was some kind of statement, like they weren’t going to crash and burn just as hard.’

      He took a moment, drumming his fingers on the desk. Agent Whyte chewed louder.

      ‘We hadn’t heard of them ourselves until we got this break.’ Miles continued. ‘A small time clinic in a place called Whitefish got a strange visit from a group of people. They were armed, but not hostile. The doctors didn’t feel threatened. Not until these guys bring in this patient in desperate need of help. They aren’t idiots, these docs. They see the man brought in is suffering from some pretty serious radiation poisoning. He’s got lesions, blisters, lumps, bumps and scrapes. He’s got significant hair loss, and his white blood cell count is in the toilet. He’s on deaths door, but the guys who brought him in are adamant that the docs have to help him. So they do what they can, and after a day or so, the sickly guy leaves with his bills paid in cash. The docs think nothing more of it. They fill out their forms and process their paperwork, and a little beacon at FBI HQ goes ape shit.’

      ‘Because we had some of Al-Assad’s DNA on record, back from when we shipped him stateside,’ said Whyte, ‘and the sickly guy in Whitefish matches the records one hundred percent. So we go up there and question them, and look through their surveillance, and who should we find but one sick ass Al-Assad on the monitor.’

      ‘We’ll spare you the play-by-play account,’ said Miles, ‘but we managed to track the people accompanying Al-Assad back to this hippy camp, Second Solace. So we send a guy up there to look around. No dice. The place is just a bunch of log cabins and like-minded fools. They say the land is privately owned, so we do what we can, but without proof he’s in there, we’re screwed. We pack up and leave and wonder just what the hell a Nuclear Arms Specialist is doing hiding in the woods.’

      ‘We couldn’t leave it, and we couldn’t investigate it. So we did the next best thing,’ said Agent Whyte. ‘We sent an Agent in undercover.’

      Agent Miles leaned back in his chair and pulled a bag over to his side. From inside, he retrieved three bottles of water, and handed one to each of us. I broke the seal and drank the bottle in one. The Agents watched me do it. I placed the empty bottle on the table, and Agent Miles handed me another. I repeated the process, so Miles handed me the third. Only when three empty bottles sat between myself and the two agents did they continue their story.

      ‘We spent months working on a comprehensive back story that would fool those hippies up in Second Solace,’ said Whyte. ‘It had to be thorough. The people up there aren’t dumb. Lots of them are ex-military, and they’ve got some serious funding behind them, which makes the whole thing a bazillion times harder. God only knows what resources they have access to up there. So we couldn’t send someone up there without having every base covered, and every millisecond of their life in the Bureau scrubbed from existence. That kind of thing takes dedication, and with only a small team, it takes a lot longer than we were comfortable committing. By the time we were ready, we had heard more news of an impending attack. So we sent our Agent up there as soon as we possibly could.’

      ‘Agent Jessica Noble arrived at Second Solace on the July first,’ said Miles. ‘Her back story was clear. She was ex-Navy. Honourably discharged due to a sexual harassment case against a superior officer that was brushed under the rug. We figured that kind of thing would be easy to stage, and awkward enough to be left alone by the residents. Noble played the part like a champ. She had the physique and attitude nailed down on account of being genuinely ex-Navy. They took her in as another damaged castaway and lapped up her stories of a broken system. She was in much faster than even we had expected.’

      ‘Everything was going great,’ said Whyte. ‘Noble got herself a job working the farm, which gave her free range of most of the settlement. She did an amazing job. We had Intel on all the main players, and a detailed lay of the land that our satellite’s couldn’t have managed in two years. It was great.’

      ‘Then one day she went dark,’ said Miles. ‘That wasn’t a shock. She couldn’t call in everyday. It would have looked suspicious. But we got nothing the next day, or the day after, or the day after that. The tracker we implanted in her just stopped transmitting, which isn’t supposed to happen. It’s a high tech piece of kit. If the host dies or tries to remove it, the tracker sends out an alert. But we got nothing. No alert. The internal battery is designed to last up to six months. No way did it run out after just a couple of weeks.’

      ‘So we kept waiting and watching and hoping,’ said Whyte. ‘Because Noble ain’t a quitter. She wouldn’t turn on us, and she wouldn’t give up. Even if by some act of God, the tracker short circuited and lost power, she still had access to a satellite phone we managed to sneak in. She would have called us with an update, but we got nothing. Which had to mean one thing. They had found out real identity. She had become their prisoner.’
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      Agent Whyte let the statement hang in the silence like the realisation was going to make me sign my life over to the duo all by itself. I let them come to the right conclusion by themselves while I thought about what the point of this whole conversation was. Agent Miles reached that milestone a little faster than his partner.

      ‘Agent Noble getting captured naturally presented a problem to us,’ he said. ‘We had two choices. Wait for her to find her own way out and make contact, or send someone else in to go get her.’

      ‘Wrong,’ I said. Both agents fixed me with a look of confusion.

      ‘You want to tell me what it is I said you’ve got a problem with?’ Miles asked.

      ‘You had a third option. You could go in there and take her back,’ I said. ‘It’s not hard. You could have owned up to your mistake, rounded up your colleagues, and gone up there to get her back.’

      ‘Except it isn’t that simple,’ said Whyte.

      ‘Oh yeah, how so?’

      ‘There’s a number of reasons,’ Miles said. ‘First and foremost being the fact that we didn’t have due cause for sending Agent Noble there in the first place. We had circumstantial evidence to begin with, and we joined the dots just enough to get the go ahead from our superiors. If anyone had come along and picked this operation apart, they wouldn’t have needed a fine-tooth comb to realise how many leaps we were making.’

      ‘Except that we know we are right,’ said Whyte. ‘We can’t prove it yet, but we’re damn certain of it. You don’t do a job like ours for ten years without learning to listen to that inner voice. And ours were screaming the same damn thing. Al-Assad is up there in Montana, and he’s been working on something big.’

      ‘What makes you think he’s up there working?’ I asked.

      ‘To answer that, we have to give you some more context,’ said Miles. ‘About Second Solace, and the people running it. Chief among those being Maddox Cage.’

      ‘I can tell by that blank look on your face that you don’t recognise the name,’ said Whyte. ‘I don’t blame you. Not many would. His legend slipped out of the limelight over the last decade. Anyway, let me give you a little back-story on Mr Cage.’

      Agent Miles got up from his seat and exited the room, leaving me with just the maddening snap of Agent Whyte’s gum. A minute later he returned, wheeling in a cart, on top of which stood an old television. A product of the nineties, it was a huge plastic box with a video cassette player built into the base. He plugged the device in and retrieved a video cassette from behind the desk. I noticed there was more than one cassette on the pile.

      Agent Miles inserted the tape into the machine. After a couple of seconds of static, an image appeared on the screen. It was of a man in black fatigues standing before a group of soldiers. With no sound, it was impossible to tell for certain what he was saying, but I guessed he was barking orders at them. In unison, the soldiers dropped to the ground and started doing push ups with incredible speed. All the while, their commander watched and shouted silently at them.

      ‘That is Maddox Cage,’ said Agent Whyte. ‘Formerly of the United States Army. One tough son of a bitch. Worked his way up to Colonel about thirty years ago, hence the rather unorthodox footage we have of him. Top of his class, rose up the ranks like no other, yada yada yada.’

      ‘You don’t need to know the details of his military career, the real juicy stuff comes after his discharge,’ said Miles. ‘Well, it started shortly before he left, but you get the gist. At that point it was just conjecture, nothing concrete, you understand? He took a nasty bit of shrapnel to the chest in Vietnam which was the beginning of the end for him. Those under his command saw it as a blessing in disguise. They said his ideologies had grown a little too wild for some of his men. Not all of them mind. Some of those men he commanded left shortly thereafter to join him. But most had had enough of him.’

      ‘An American with big ideals? Stop the press,’ I said.

      ‘Hey, you’ve got to shit big or get off the pot, yeah?’ Whyte chuckled. ‘But there’s no harm in talking. It’s after he left that things started going south. Now, our boy Maddox here had left with his purple heart and honorary discharge, and a sizeable sum in his bank account, but really all that ain’t worth a damn when you have dreams as big as his. You need someone with real collateral to make a change, and who should Maddox find than none other than Cornelius Fenwick himself.’

      Both men looked at me as though the name should shock me into a physical response. When none came, they looked a little deflated.

      ‘Seriously, you haven’t heard of the Fenwick family?’ Miles asked. ‘Christ, you ever open a book on American history?’

      ‘I’ve had other things on my mind,’ I said.

      ‘Jesus. I don’t even know where to begin with the Fenwick Association.’ Whyte scratched his head. ‘We’re going to be here a long time.’

      ‘Which means we’re going to need a lot of coffee,’ said Miles. ‘Wait right here, I’ll be back in a bit.’

      He got up and headed for the door once more, leaving me with Agent Whyte.

      ‘The Fenwick Association is one of the biggest charitable organisations in the entire country,’ said Agent Whyte. ‘But don’t get your panties in a bunch thinking that makes them patron saints. They’re as tainted as they come, the Fenwick family. They started off in the oil business, back when Americans ruled the game. Then they sold up to the Saudis when the cash came rolling in. They’re billionaires. And right at the top of the table is Cornelius. He’s got enough money to build his own country, but instead, he’s decided to set up shop with Maddox Cage and play make believe off in the mountains. Guy’s got to have something wrong in the head.’

      ‘You don’t have to be crazy to want to live off the grid,’ I said.

      ‘And for the homeless S.O.B's out there, that may be so, but for Cornelius Fenwick, it’s downright insane. Anyway, we aren’t here to discuss his mental health. We’re talking about the Association. They do work all over the world, but for every mouth they feed, they put a Kalashnikov in the hand of a soldier. That’s all part of the business. There're all sorts of people looking into it. Reporters, CIA, whatever. What matters is what the ATF found.’

      ‘What’s the ATF?’ I asked.

      ‘The Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives. And what they found was the proverbial mother-lode. Do you know how many components you need to build a suitcase nuke?’

      I shook my head.

      ‘Not nearly as many as you’d hope. If you can get your hands on the trickier components, you know, the uranium and all that, then it’s shockingly easy to pick up the rest. Some of it is store bought. Some of it needs ordering from a specialist. And what the ATF found were a stack of invoices for approximately eighty-five percent of it while they were poking around for something else. Call it dumb luck. So that’s when we started taking this real serious. We sent our boys down to go check, and what should we find when we got there?’

      He looked at me as though waiting for a response to his rhetorical question.

      ‘Nothing,’ he said eventually. ‘Nada. Diddly-fucking-squat. We searched everywhere for the components, but they claimed they never received their orders. When we asked why they ordered them, they said it was for separate projects. Nothing weaponised. But every last item on the list had gone missing. Now what are the chances of that?’

      ‘Sounds pretty slim,’ I said, because he had waited for another response.

      ‘You’re goddamn right. It’s statistically impossible. We ran the numbers. So the Fenwick Association is buying components for one of the Cold War’s dirtiest secrets, and we don’t like it.’

      I stretched back in my seat, because I’d had enough of story time.

      ‘I’m going to have to call for a time out,’ I said, looking at the man, not the teeth. ‘It doesn’t take a genius to figure out what it is you want from me. I’m not an idiot.’

      ‘Nobody said you are,’ said Whyte. ‘But we wanted to make sure you had all the information before you agreed to help us.’

      ‘And you think I’ll agree, do you?’ I asked. ‘I’m serious here. You really thought I, a man who has been hunted by law enforcement all across the globe, would want to help you with your missing weapons specialist?’

      ‘I’d hope you can see how serious this situation is. We spent months ironing out all the details for Agent Noble’s back story, getting her to a position where she could infiltrate. We don’t have time to restart that process with a new Agent. We need someone that can jump straight in, no questions asked. We need someone with a history, with whom it would be plausible to believe might want a fresh life away from the real world.  And if they are up there, building a nuclear device, we have to stop it as soon as possible. Before any lives, American or otherwise, are lost. Helping us would be the right thing.’

      The right thing.

      ‘As of this moment, only three people know what we’re doing here. Myself, Agent Miles, and you,’ said Whyte. ‘Not even our bosses know what we’re up to. That’s how far off the book we are on this. It took everything we had to get them to green light bringing you up here and squeezing information out of you. If they knew what we were really doing, we’d all see the inside of a jail cell. So if this thing goes wrong, it’s all of our asses on the line. You say yes to this, you’ll be completely on your own up there. The only way we’d know where you are is with a small tracking device inserted behind your ear, same as Agent Noble’s. That’s it. We can’t lift you out if it all goes south.’

      ‘And that’s supposed to win me over, is it?’

      ‘It’s supposed to add some gravitas,’ said Whyte. ‘Because this situation is a big deal. If you say yes, we’ll be in your debt. We can offer you something you want. Something you won’t find anywhere else in the world. We can offer you a new life, in witness protection. You do this job for us, and we’ll set you up for life. A new identity. A life out of the limelight. We could get you a house anywhere in the US. Texas, Hawaii, Alaska. You name it. We’ll go the whole nine yards. A 401k. Health insurance. You name it. We’ll get it. All for the price of one job.’

      He watched me and waited for a response. Agent Miles returned balancing three cups of coffee in styrofoam cups in his hands.

      ‘What did I miss?’ he asked.

      ‘You missed the part where I declined your gracious offer to do your work for you,’ I said, looking at neither man.

      ‘You think you could sleep at night knowing you let some psychopaths detonate a nuclear bomb?’ Miles asked.

      ‘I sleep fine as is. If saying no to you means I have to go to the electric chair, then so be it, because I am not, and will not, work for you. Not now. Not tomorrow. Not in one hundred bloody years. You’ve wasted your time bringing me out here and telling me all about your screw ups, because I am done with you. I’m done with this country. I’m done with the entire human race. It’s full of deceitful, two-faced bastards who will stab you in the back for a bit of change. I’d rather watch the whole world burn than help you two arseholes out.’

      The FBI agents looked at one another with a resigned sigh.

      ‘I do wish you hadn’t said that,’ said Agent Miles. ‘It’s like we said, cooperation is key here. We didn’t want to have to escalate this to the next step.’

      ‘Because it’s the next step you’re going to hate, James,’ said Agent Whyte. ‘It’s not something we’re proud of. It’s not something we even wanted to consider. But you’ve forced our hand, and this, I’m afraid, is the price.’

      ‘I’ve been through enough to know there’s nothing you two can do that will make me change my mind.’

      Agent Miles and Agent Whyte exchanged a look that left a sense in my stomach like gone off meat. Agent Whyte got up from his seat and picked up a second tape from his bag. I could see a single word written in marker pen on the white strip.

      Collateral.

      Agent Whyte ejected the tape of Maddox Cage and replaced it with the new one. More static, then a picture. A figure sat in the centre of the room. A bag rested over their head. The reception from the playback was grainy and blurred, but I could see that the person was alive. They wore black clothes that looked way too big. They sat in front of a white wall that gave nothing away as to the location or time that the video was taken. The only thing I could gather was that the person was still breathing, and someone was standing just off camera.

      ‘What is this?’ I asked.

      ‘Just wait and see James,’ said Agent Miles with a crude smile.

      I stared at the screen. From off to the right, someone said something, although the sound was too distorted to understand what had been said. I watched the hooded figure react to the voice. They cowered, and the figure from off camera approached. A man stepped into view and placed his hand on the bag.

      Then he pulled it free.

      My heart stopped. I felt like I was going to pass out or be sick or scream or kill the two smiling Agents. But instead I froze, transfixed in absolute horror at the person hyperventilating on the screen. Because the person on the screen couldn’t be there. She couldn’t be. She was thousands and thousands of miles away.

      Sophie…

      ‘I take it I don’t need to introduce you?’ said Agent Whyte as his eyes flicked between my stunned expression, and the frightened face of my wife.

      ‘If you hurt-’ I gasped, but I couldn’t bring myself to speak.

      ‘Calm down,’ said Agent Miles. ‘No one is going to get hurt, alright? We already told you, this is about cooperation. We could hardly expect you to pull your weight if we went around killing hostages, could we?’

      ‘But still, this is up to you, James,’ said Agent Whyte. ‘We want you on board because you want to be, not because you feel obliged to be. See this as some insurance, nothing more, nothing less. You can still choose to get up and leave, but obviously-’ He pointed his finger up at the monitor and pulled an imaginary trigger. ‘So you get it, yeah? We’re all on the same page.’

      ‘I’ll kill you!’ I gasped.

      ‘Whoa, easy now, James. We’re all on the same team!’ shouted Miles. ‘You better understand that. This is all up to you now. You can leave right now, or you can do your part for the country, and for your wife here. What I can guarantee for certain is that you will not lay a finger on either of us. That just ain’t happening, you understand? You have two choices, and you can pick either of them without any resistance from us. But that is where the buck stops. You try to hurt us, you lay so much as a finger on us, and you and your wife die, understand? And it won’t be quick. We’ve got eleven days, after all.’

      He switched the television off, cutting the video short. But the image was burned into my mind forever. He thumbed the eject button on the remote and waited for the pre-loaded tape to come free.

      ‘We’d let you keep it,’ said Whyte, ‘but where you’re going, it might look a bit suspicious to be carrying around footage of your wife tied up, if you know what I mean. We can’t have anyone thinking you’re not acting of your own free will.’

      ‘So let’s get down to business,’ said Agent Miles. ‘Because I can already tell which way the wind is blowing. Your mission, should you choose to accept it-’

      ‘He’s always wanted to use that line,’ chuckled Agent Whyte.

      ‘-is threefold. Locate Agent Noble.’

      ‘Uncover Al-Assad’s project.’

      ‘And kill Maddox Cage.’

      ‘Do you accept?’ asked Agent Whyte.

      I looked at the blank screen. Pictured her face, frightened and alone. I didn’t have a choice. My heart thumped against my chest. I struggled to bring my mind back under control. For Sophie. She needed me focused.

      I nodded.

      ‘Now that’s the spirit,’ jeered Agent Whyte. ‘I told you our boy here was a team player!’

      ‘And I owe you ten bucks,’ said Agent Miles.
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      The satellite radio was the size of a brick and weighed about the same as one. On the top of the device was a small antenna which I extended as far as it would go. There were two dials beside the antenna, and three buttons below a small screen on the front. Far from a complex machine, so long as you knew how to use it. I pressed the leftmost button and waited for the screen to light up. The screen was no more than two inches wide, but the bright green glow it emitted was enough to alert anyone looking my way that something was happening. I shielded the glow with the palm of my left hand, and twisted the dials clockwise until the numbers on the screen matched the one I had memorised, and lifted the device up to my ear.

      ‘This is Wolf, can you read me? Over.’ I whispered into the receiver.

      ‘Well shit, it seems I owe Agent Miles one hundred bucks,’ came the crackled, distant voice of Agent Whyte. ‘I bet you wouldn’t make it through the front gates alive. And what did I tell you about codewords? This isn’t a dumb action film from the eighties. This signal is encrypted. God himself can’t hear what we’re talking about. Over.’

      ‘That’s fine with me, dick. It’s not my arse on the line if someone overhears. Oh no wait, it is. Over.’

      ‘Calm down and get a hold of yourself. You’re a smart man, aren’t you? You’ve held your own so far, haven’t you? I’m sure you’ll be able to tell if someone comes stumbling out of the darkness, right? Tell me you’ve got some good news? Over.’

      ‘Well if by good news you mean not being executed for being a spook, and only having one person try to kill me, then yes. Mission accomplished, I’m still alive. Over.’

      ‘And all it cost was one innocent life,’ he said. ‘Officer Gomez was a good cop, and he drowned in his own blood. Over.’

      ‘I did warn you not to go for such an exposed location,’ I replied. ‘You were almost asking for them to come at us with a sniper. We should have let them take me somewhere public. Somewhere the chances of a clean shot from a sniper go out the window. Over.’

      ‘You are not in charge of this mission, James. When we want your advice, we’ll ask for it. Now what about Noble, or Al-Assad, or Cage? What progress have you made? Over.’

      ‘I’ve met Cage,’ I whispered, looking around into the surrounding darkness for any signs of life. ‘But no, I haven’t killed him. Funny thing, he’s got a lot of followers here and all of them are armed to the teeth. Women and children too. It’s not exactly an opportune location to murder their leader. As for Noble or Al-Assad, I have no idea where they are, yet. Over.’

      ‘You know, I’m starting to think you don’t want your wife to survive,’ Whyte said. He was feeling confident. Several hundred miles of separation will do that to a person. ‘I advise you to start thinking about the ramifications of procrastination. This isn’t a holiday. You’re on the clock, and it won’t stop ticking for no man. Over.’

      ‘I said I’d do it,’ I snarled into the receiver. ‘But it’s not that simple. You said it yourself, this is going to take some time. If you want me to do the job right - all of it - then I can’t just shoot the man in charge and expect the whole place to carry on as normal, can I? Over.’

      ‘There is a Nuclear Arms Specialist hiding up there with all the tools he needs to blow up half the country. This is not a game. You cannot sit around and take in the sights without consequences.  I’m sure Sophie is quite attached to her fingers. I’d hate to have to change that. Over.’

      ‘If you lay so much as a finger on her-’

      ‘You’ll do what?’

      ‘I’ll track your whole family down and feed them through a woodchopper. Then I will hunt you down, I will break your jaw, and I will drown you in their remains. And you didn’t say over, jackass. Over.’

      ‘My oh my, that’s quite the imagination you’ve got there,’ he laughed, but I could tell his confidence had wavered. ‘And you’re right, I did break radio protocol, so allow me to make something very, very clear to you right now. The time is two thirty in the morning, give or take. I’m going to give you twenty-four hours exactly to go out there and give me some actionable progress, or I’m going to order my men to cut off Sophie’s ring finger right down to the knuckle. And when I say actionable progress, I don’t mean something I could learn by flying a satellite over that position and snapping a few photographs. I don’t mean finding out what Maddox’s favourite flavour of ice-cream is. I want him dead, or the next best thing. You understand? Over.’

      I could feel the blood boiling in my veins. If he was here, if he was within one hundred miles of here, I would gut him like a fish.

      ‘I understand,’ I hissed.

      Whyte chuckled.

      ‘You didn’t say ov-’

      But I had ended the call before he had another chance to utter another syllable. My head was pounding. I felt like my eyes were going to bulge out of my skulls. I wanted to kill that man. I wanted to tear him apart with my own bare hands. I had thought of little else since the moment I saw Sophie’s face on that monitor. Those two FBI agents had plucked her out and used her as a pawn in their game. I didn’t know where she was. I didn’t know how long it had been since that video had been taken. But I knew one thing, Peter was not with her. Our son was out there somewhere, without his mother or father. That thought alone nearly killed me. I couldn’t bear the thought of losing Sophie, but if something happened to Peter, there would be nothing left to live for.

      I stashed the radio where I had found it and covered the spot over with snow. In twenty-four hours, I would be right back here, speaking to Agent Whyte or Miles, telling them that I had done as they had asked. Except that I knew that whatever I did, it wouldn’t be enough. They would demand more, and more, and more, until there was nothing more of me to give, or one of Maddox Cage’s followers executed me for treason.

      I made it back to Gail’s house without being spotted and shot, and climbed back up into my bedroom without a sound. Shotgun Joe had obviously not realised I had briefly escaped. I slipped off my boots and, using a spare sheet I found in one of the cupboards, dried them off as much as I could. I didn’t want to leave a large puddle in the middle of the room for Gail or Shotgun Joe to find in the morning. I did the same with my trousers and jumper, but kept both on as I climbed into bed. My body warmth would dry them better than hanging them up somewhere overnight. And with that, I drifted off to sleep.

      Dawn in December came around nine o’clock, but I was up long before that. Sleep hadn’t lasted long. The nightmares had seen to that, and around six in the morning, I knew I wasn’t going to get any more use out of lying there and pretending to rest. I climbed out of bed and began my morning exercises. I wasn’t one for the gym, but I’d found that a brief bit of exercise in the morning did wonders for my mind. It helped to clear the cobwebs from my brain, which right now was more important to me than a proper meal. If Agent Whyte wanted “actionable progress”, I was going to have to give it to him.

      But not by killing Maddox Cage. Not yet at least.

      Shotgun Joe opened the door to my room shortly before the dawn. He looked exhausted, but I knew he’d got some sleep at least. I’d heard his snores when I climbed back inside, and when I awoke. But the more lackadaisical he was with his guard duty, the better it was for me, so his negligence would go unnoticed. He stared groggily at me, then stepped aside to let Gail enter the room.

      ‘Morning sweetie,’ she said with an all too eager grin. ‘I made breakfast.’

      ‘That’s so kind of you,’ I replied, activating the jovial British accent that had won over many foreigners.

      I followed her downstairs with Shotgun Joe taking up the rear, and ate pancake stacks, which seemed surreal, given we were eating them off hand-whittled plates about a million miles from the nearest city. But pancakes were pancakes, and I figured I needed every ounce of carbohydrates I could get my hands on. I devoured them while Shotgun Joe drank coffee and Gail watched me with bemused interest. Only when I was finished, did she speak.

      ‘Daddy wants to speak to you,’ she said as she took my plate away.

      ‘About what?’ I asked.

      ‘He didn’t say. He should be up at the courthouse. He’s expecting you.’

      So with Shotgun Joe at my side, I made my way to the man himself. Maddox Cage was right where Gail had said he was. I could see his enormous figure looming ominously in the window as we made our approach. The way he stared at me sent all the neurones in my head on high alert, stirring the Wolf from his slumber. He cast cautious eyes up at Cage, but said nothing.

      As always, Cece lurked nearby. I ignored her attempts to burn a hole through my skull with her glare and headed upstairs. Maddox Cage was in the very same room I’d nearly died in the day before. He stood at the window and looked pensively out at his empire. I stepped into the room and let the silence carry Shotgun Joe away like driftwood in a current. When we were alone, Cage sighed.

      ‘What happened here yesterday is not something I am proud of,’ he said. ‘Second Solace is not a land for the lawless, and I deplore anyone who will treat it as such.’

      I said nothing. Cage turned around and looked me dead in the eye.

      ‘Since your arrival, my men have suffered two attacks. Well, I suppose that isn’t technically true. You seem to be the only victim of the second attempt, and we haven’t yet found the culprit responsible for instigating the alarm, though I suppose that would be Mr Westaway. The first attempt occurred during your extraction. Corser was ambushed as he lay in wait for you. He detailed the event in his report, and states he did not recognise the perpetrator. I believe him. Which only makes this issue more serious.’

      He paused like he was waiting for me to bequeath some thoughtful insight on the situation. I left him hanging.

      ‘James, I asked you here today because I wanted to do two things. The first is offer you an apology. I am sincerely sorry that since your arrival, you have seen only the worst of Second Solace. Our goal here is not to isolate our ilk, and I am loath to resort to such measures. If we are to rebuild this country, we will need more than a handful of stubborn mules. We need to grow, and we cannot accomplish this if we treat our guests like enemies.’

      Another pause.

      ‘Well, thanks,’ I said. ‘I hope this means my time in the hole is over?’

      ‘So long as you don’t step out of line. I’ve asked my daughter, Gail to house you until further notice, so long as that is alright with you?’

      ‘No problem here,’ I said.

      ‘Good. So that brings me to my second point.’ Cage moved across to the bookshelf. His fingers drifted across the books, before finally coming to a rest over the spot I’d used to snap Westaway’s knife, the end of which was now stuck into the heel of his old boot. ‘I want to ask a favour of you.’

      ‘What kind of favour?’

      ‘The kind that I would not ask of lightly. These two attacks on my people are not mere coincidence. In the years since Second Solace began, do you know how many times someone on the outside has tried to take it away from us?’

      ‘How many times?’ I asked.

      ‘None,’ Cage snarled. ‘Not one goddamn time. I’m not stupid. I know what we are doing here is going to ruffle a few feathers, especially amongst the bureaucrats and business moguls. But what can they do? I own this land. They can’t take it from me without a fight, and they’re too big a bunch of pussies to try. They know we would win, so they don’t even try. The way they figure it, what harm can we do when we’re hidden up in the mountains? For almost thirty years, they’ve lived by that mantra and left us well alone.’

      ‘Until now,’ I said.

      ‘Until now. Which doesn’t sit right. What would change in thirty years that made them suddenly want to come knocking? Nothing, that’s what. This is someone new, and they’ve got us in their sights. I don’t like it. I won’t let this all burn to ash. What I’ve built here is too big to lose. It’s bigger than me, bigger than all of us. Which is why I need your help.’

      ‘Help with what, conquering the world?’

      ‘This world isn’t ours to conquer. Thinking that way is audacious, and it’s what will get us killed. No, what I need from you is different. These attacks started before you were on the scene. No matter what the others might say, I don’t believe you have had anything to do with it. But that doesn’t mean my enemies don’t wear familiar faces.’

      ‘You think someone here doesn’t share your dreams?’

      ‘I think someone here wants to take my goddamn head off,’ Cage barked, before lowering his tone. ‘Yes, James. I think someone on the inside is responsible. I don’t know who, and I don’t know why, but I’ve never ignored my instincts before, and right now they’re screaming bloody murder. So that’s what I want you to do. I want you to find out whoever is responsible, and bring me back some cold, hard evidence. It has to be you. No one else has arrived since, and anyone here could have conspired against me.’

      He looked at me and waited for another response. An uneasy silence drifted between us. No one else around. No cameras. No locked doors. I had the knife, I could get it out and cut his throat right there and be done with the place. But I didn’t.

      ‘Right,’ I said. ‘I have a couple of issues with this.’

      ‘By all means, fire away.’

      ‘Okay, so you want me, the man you had on trial yesterday, to sniff out your traitor? Forgive me if I’m being overzealous in my assumptions, but how am I supposed to get anyone to confess to me after yesterday?’

      ‘Yesterday this wasn’t a problem.’

      ‘It absolutely was a problem. You’d already had one attack, and you were sitting ducks for the second. And that doesn’t explain how I’m supposed to buddy up with a bunch of people who think I’m the enemy.’

      ‘Not everyone here thinks that way, and besides, you’re a smart man. I’m sure you can suss out some other ways of finding the information we need.’

      ‘You expect me to spy on your people?’ I scoffed. ‘And what if I get caught? Are you going to confess to your own people you had me watching them?’

      ‘Of course not. Best I can do is make sure they throw you out on your ass with your head intact. So my advice would be to not get caught.’

      ‘Thanks for the insightful wisdom.’

      ‘What’s your second issue?’

      ‘What makes you think this mystery usurper is just one person?’

      Maddox Cage paused in thought and looked around the room like he expected to see some fiendish turncoat ready and waiting to strike. When he was satisfied no such person was there, he gave me his honest answer.

      ‘I don’t,’ he sighed. ‘I don’t have a goddamn clue if it's one person or one hundred. I’ve always advocated for honesty here, and maybe I’ve been blinded to the thought that I was the only one following that logic. I can’t say how many people here want me out, and in truth that scares the hell out of me. I tried to keep things fair from the start, hence the courthouse. I didn’t want anyone here thinking I was going to dictate their lives to my vision. All I can hope is that it is just a handful, because when you think about it, how can it be just one?’ He looked down at the stain left behind by the man who had tried to kill me. ‘Westaway didn’t mastermind it all, that’s for damn sure. The guy could barely tie his own shoelaces without help. And the man who attacked Corser wasn’t one of ours. Which means somewhere out there stands a group of people ready and waiting, and I don’t like that.’

      I didn’t like it either, but it wasn’t my home on the line.

      ‘The intelligence you got, the data burst that told you about my location, how many people knew about it?’ I asked.

      ‘I don’t know, ten people, maybe. More if any of them talked, which is for damn certain. This place isn’t the pentagon. These people don’t know what they can and can’t say to their spouses.’

      ‘You need to try to get that number as exact as you can,’ I said. ‘You need to get the names of every last person who might have known about it. How long did you know before you made your move?’

      ‘Almost twenty-four hours,’ Maddox said. ‘We found out and jumped into action straight away. Corser had to drive down to the spot immediately.’

      ‘Then you can take anyone who found out about the job later off the table,’ I said. ‘If Corser was the first out the door, then whoever turned on you had to know almost at the same time. Unless they got really lucky and had someone in the ballpark area of the attack, the guy who attacked Corser had driven a long way as well. So tell me, who knew about the data burst. Work it out chronologically, and we’ll start with the names at the top.’

      Cage thought about it for a spell.

      ‘Then at the top of the list I’d have to say six people. Myself, Fenwick, Corser, Cecilia, and the Dawson brothers. We had a meeting shortly after we found out. Just the six of us.’

      ‘Who are the brothers?’ I asked.

      ‘Carl and Jack Dawson. They sat on the board at your trial. They’re twins. Not the identical kind. They’ve been here for about seven years. Both served in the Marines before they joined us.’

      ‘I can’t help but notice Westaway wasn’t on your list.’

      ‘I don’t think I’d ever had a conversation longer than a good morning with the guy the entire time he was here. I barely knew him.’

      ‘Then who did? Who of those five people had more than a working relationship with him? Who might have been able to tamper with his outlook on life, or have recruited him here in the first place?’

      ‘I’d say Jack, Carl and Corser. But none so much that I took notice.’

      ‘Then for the time being, we can assume Corser didn’t stage a hit on himself, unless he was lying about the whole thing. Which, admittedly, isn’t off the table.’

      ‘I trust Corser with my life,’ Cage mused.

      ‘I hope your trust isn’t misplaced.’

      ‘Me too. Then it’s decided. You’ll look into the Dawson brothers first.’

      ‘Who said I agreed to this?’

      ‘You got a problem with it?’ Cage barked.

      ‘I’ve got a big problem with it. Chiefly among those being why exactly I should help. I didn’t ask to be here. You guys snatched me up off the street and put me through your ludicrous trial. Apologise all you want, but that didn’t exactly compel me to stay. So it’s no skin off my nose if your little project goes up in flames.’

      ‘I suppose you’re right. Why would you want to stay? What could we possibly offer you that you can’t get anywhere else? Besides protection from the American government, a strong and stable lifestyle, and a chance to start afresh.’

      ‘Who says that’s what I want?’ I asked.

      ‘I do, unless I’ve made a big misjudgement of character,’ Cage said. ‘Nobody can live a life like yours sustainably forever. You got caught once already. It’ll happen again, and next time you won’t have us to bail you out. But if you help me find my mole, I’ll grant you a place here. In fact, I’ll go one better. You prove yourself, and I’ll give you a seat at the high table. Give you a chance to make decisions on our future. Maybe even do some good in the world for a change. That’s not a decision I take lightly. Not everyone gets that kind of shot. Only those I trust to make sound judgements, and to have my back. You do this for me, and I’ll set you up for life.’

      Which was an unbeatable offer whichever way you looked at it. It satisfied every goal I had. On the inner circle, I could find out what happened to Agent Whyte’s missing agent. I could discover what Cage had planned for the future of the settlement. I could even get close enough to kill the guy.

      ‘I’ll do it,’ I said. ‘I’ll find your leak.’

      Cage reached out and clasped his frying pan of a hand around mine and crushed it for a spell in what I guessed passed as a handshake around these parts.

      ‘I knew you came here for a reason,’ he beamed.

      ‘Besides you planning my abduction?’

      ‘Water under the bridge. Now, we don’t have time to waste. You have a date with the Dawsons.’
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      I left Maddox Cage in the courtyard and headed back outside into the delightfully brisk December morning sun. After a brief conversation with the man in charge regarding his new orders, Shotgun Joe reattached himself to my side like an obedient limpet and frogmarched me back to the main street. The citizens of Second Solace had risen from their slumbers and begun their daily rituals. They hustled about with a cathartic practice engrained from years of routine. It was strangely calming to watch. No ongoing struggles. No hidden agendas. Well, none visible to the naked eye. Theirs was a life of a simplicity robbed from the modern world. Perhaps staying here wouldn’t be so bad after all.

      ‘Boss says you’re to be given free rein,’ Shotgun Joe grunted. ‘But I’ll have my eye on you.’

      ‘So you plan to disobey a direct order from your commander in chief?’ I asked.

      ‘No. What I mean is, don’t do anything stupid. And don’t piss off anyone, you hear?’

      ‘Does that stretch to people already perturbed by my actions?’

      Shotgun Joe stared at me blankly.

      ‘Does that include anyone I’ve already annoyed?’ I asked.

      ‘Just don’t cause any trouble,’ he huffed, before he turned and trudged away into the snow.

      Noted. Now, to cause some trouble.

      I looked around and found what appeared to be a general store of sorts. Inside was nothing like the stores I’d seen in this country so far. Rows of hand-crafted containers stacked side by side showcased a selection of homegrown delights. There were apples and pears and berries of all kind, as well as carrots and potatoes and leeks. There were bottles of hand-squeezed fruit juices in mason jars. There were watercolour paintings hanging on the walls. There were chairs, and stools, and shelves, all crafted from locally sourced wood. There were hand-knitted throws, and rugs, and pillows. There were clothes. There was a little bit of everything. It reminded me of the old market stalls I’d visited as a child in the towns of Yorkshire.

      A grandmotherly-looking woman sat in a rocking chair behind what passed as the counter. She was watching me.

      ‘You’re the new boy,’ she said. Her voice had a rickety quality to it, like the rocking chair she occupied.

      ‘That would be me.’

      ‘I heard you were a bad man,’ she said it like it was a question.

      ‘Depends on what you qualify as bad,’ I said. ‘Everything I’ve done was to survive.’

      ‘I heard you were responsible for a lot of deaths in England.’

      ‘Accused. Not responsible.’

      ‘I heard there was a tape of you doing something evil.’

      ‘What else have you heard?’ I asked, trying not to think about the tape.

      ‘This and that,’ she said with a half shrug.

      ‘If I told you I was framed, would you believe me?’

      ‘Son, this place isn’t about the past. It’s about the future. Lot of people did a lot of things. Some of them good. Some of them not so much. We aren’t supposed to cast aspersions. It’s one of the rules here. It’s a place of new hope.’

      ‘Like the Star Wars film,’ I said.

      ‘What’s a Star Wars?’ she asked.

      ‘Never mind. Listen, you wouldn’t be able to help me out, would you?’

      ‘All our wares are free to residents,’ she said. ‘That’s another rule. We don’t have a currency here. You do your part and get what you’re given.’

      ‘So I can have a glass of apple juice?’ I asked.

      ‘If you’re a resident,’ she said.

      ‘I think I’m a resident,’ I said. ‘I’m not allowed to leave, at least.’

      ‘Then you can have a glass of apple juice.’

      She climbed up out of her chair and took one of the mason jars full of foggy brown water down from the shelf. She jotted down the sale in her book and left it on the counter for me.

      ‘Thanks,’ I said. I unscrewed the lid and took a sip. It tasted great. I savoured the liquid and put the lid back on. ‘That’s amazing.’

      ‘It’s fresh,’ she said.

      ‘I got that. Listen, I actually wanted to ask you about someone. Figured a store owner is as good a place to go to as anywhere else.’

      ‘Who are you looking for?’ she croaked.

      ‘The twins. Jack and Carl Dawson. I just spoke to Cage. He wants me to help them out with something.’

      The store owner frowned and stared at my face for a long moment, drinking it all in.

      ‘They work with Cecilia,’ she said. ‘I don’t know what they get up to. Something important is my guess.’

      ‘So you don’t know where they are?’ I asked.

      ‘Their lot always heads north. They’ve got the facility up there. If you’re to be working with the Dawsons. That’d be the place to start.’

      ‘A facility? Whereabouts is it?’

      She frowned again.

      ‘You sure you’re not mistaken?’ she asked. ‘Those lot get all kinds of protective over that place. Doesn’t sound like they’d want some newcomer involved, if you ask me.’

      ‘Pretty certain. Just came out of a meeting with Cage. He told me to get to work if I want to stay here, and he said I’d be put to best use with the Dawsons.’

      ‘Then I think you should speak to Mr Cage again,’ she said. ‘I don’t get involved with all that.’

      She sat back down in the rocking chair, and some combination of wood and bones creaked loudly. She took her eyes off me with the kind of certainty that means a conversation has reached a dead end. But that was okay. She’d given me more than enough to go on.

      I finished the apple juice and left it on the counter. Figured that was the common practice unless the facility the owner had mentioned was a glass manufacturer. She didn’t seem offended by it, so I smiled and walked back out into the morning sun. Warm rays pierced through the snow-topped trees, creating a still beauty that was seldom found in the modern world. I let it sink into my skin for a moment.

      North - by my calculations of where the sun had risen for every single day since it’s first - was to my left. Through the trees, I could see the land rising steadily as it joined into the distant mountains. I wondered just how far you could see from their peaks. It would feel like you were the king of the world from up there. With the mountains in my sights, I set off. The snow was deep, but less so where the paths had been forged. So I stuck to them as best I could.

      Up ahead, I caught sight of the wall. A huge wooden structure towered over the patrolling guards. Each carried some kind of hunting rifle, and walked with purpose. There was no hiding from them. Not in the light of day. So I just stuck my hands in my pockets and fell in behind them.

      The patrol wasn’t the most complex of procedures. I watched the two men up ahead reach the corner where the wall met the jagged mountainside and take a sharp left. I stayed close behind, making sure they knew I was there. No reason to look suspicious. Not yet at least. The guy on the right spotted me and turned around.

      ‘Something you need?’ he asked with the kind of tone that was as much a request to piss off as it was a question.

      ‘Just out for a stroll,’ I said. ‘Figured I should get the lay of the land since I’m going to be living here.’

      ‘If you’re going to live here,’ he snapped back. ‘Courts undecided yet.’

      ‘Cage seems pretty happy to grant me a visa,’ I replied.

      He huffed and looked at his buddy, then back at me.

      ‘Just stay out of our way,’ he snapped.

      So I stuck right behind them and followed in his literal footsteps. Cage was right. The rock walls surrounding the settlement were a climber’s worst nightmare. They stretched up so high, I couldn’t see the top. There were so many jagged rocks, it looked like it had been crafted by mother nature to be the world’s best line of defence. No way was I getting up or down them in a hurry.

      South wasn’t much better. The nearer I got, the louder the sound of rushing water became. Then I walked round a line of trees and nearly fell off the side of a riverbank. The snow hid the signs. One minute there was a mound of blindingly white snow, the next there was a whole lot of empty space about ten foot above a torrent of cascading mountain water. I looked down into it. You fall in that, you’re dead. Simple. The patrolmen sniggered as they saw me make my mistake.

      So I redoubled my efforts to annoy them by getting close enough to ruin their private conversation and followed them along the southerly stretch of the patrol past the entrance. Unlike to the north, there was only a guard tower, and a collection of parked vehicles. The man in the tower didn’t pay us any attention. He kept his eyes trained half a mile down the road, ever vigilant for intruders.

      Last but not least, we headed north along the eastern wall. I spotted the place the satellite phone was buried. The ground looked no different to the billion other trees surrounding it. A foot of fresh snow saw to that. I slowed and drifted back from the patrolmen as we neared the north-eastern corner and stared up at the wooden barrier between me and the Dawsons. I pretended I was admiring the mountains in the distance, which was only half true.

      In the dark of night, the grandeur of the wall up close had been hard to grasp. Now, that was less of a problem. Constructed from the trunks of the surrounding trees, the wall towered above the patrolling guards. Getting over that would be almost impossible without being spotted.

      But while that worked as a solution for ninety-nine percent of the wall, it didn’t for the whole thing. Namely, the spot where wood met stone. The jagged nature of the mountainside made for a difficult finish. The ground rose too sharp and disfigured for a lovely slab of felled tree to slot in nice like a Tetris piece. To counter it, the plug had been fixed with a series of smaller planks. Probably offcuts from the nearby houses. A problem solved, but not brilliantly. As I approached, I could see dozens of nails sticking out of the planks where they had been hammered into the last full section of the wall. Not noticeable if you were on the outside trying to get in. But for a guy trying to get out, it was perfect. I surveyed the bodged job from as far away as I dared, and tried to figure out how long it would take to disassemble, and reassemble from the other side. I needed to get back, after all. Sophie’s life depended on it.

      I bent down and removed the broken blade from my boot and eased it in behind the first board. The nail was old, and built in a time when nails meant serious business. I dug the blade in deep, and forced my nails in behind it. The steel cut into my finger and I let go. No dice.

      Which was when I realised something monumentally stupid. The boards of wood were attached to the wood. Nothing held them to the rocks. A small groove had appeared where the wood had rocked across the stone in the wind. It was fairly wide. I moved to that side and yanked on the boards.

      And they came free.

      Thirty seconds later, I was on the other side with the board wedged back in place and the knife back in my boot. In stark contrast to the side I came from, the woods ahead of me had thinned significantly. A mass of severed stumps was all that remained of the dense cluster of trees.

      But from what I could tell, clearing them was only half the battle. There was another main reason the wall had been erected. Massive boulders littered the landscape. Whether they had dropped free of their own accord, or blasted loose with a bit of dynamite, I couldn’t tell. Slabs as big as houses protruded out of the ground. I counted thirty, then gave up. There were just so many. A hundred, maybe. Possibly more. Most bigger than me. Some bigger than my first home.

      I trudged through the high snow towards the closest and hid behind it. The gate was still a fair distance from my hiding spot, but that wasn’t what worried me. Maddox Cage and his band of merry men had put blood, sweat and tears into Second Solace. No way were they going to leave a massive expanse of easily concealable spots go without some kind of added security. But what that amounted to, I had no idea.

      I peered out from behind the rock. There were no signs of patrolling guards. None that I could see, at least. So I turned my gaze to the north. The ground rose steadily for a couple hundred yards before it reached the distant tree line, which looked like a giant pine skirt on the enormous mountain ahead. Snaking up into the hem of the skirt was a thin dirt track. It looked too big and too worn in to be a casual hiker’s track.

      Bent low, I hustled across to the next boulder. It was shorter and wider than my previous spot, but it did the job. I looked around again. No alarm bells screaming. No alerted guards. Maybe Maddox wasn’t as careful as I’d thought.

      Or maybe he was doubly so. Maybe I’d tripped a dozen silent alarms, and was front and centre in a sniper’s scope. But my body remained bullet free, so I carried on. I scuttled from rock to rock, putting as much distance as I could between myself and Second Solace. As I neared the trees, I looked around to see my progress. The settlement sat like a miniature play set on a blanket of glistening snow. It looked like something Cage’s mice project would live in. Beyond it lay a vast expanse of ever-stretching beauty. What felt like hundreds of miles of America, all within my sight. Amazing. I drank the view in and savoured it. Then I turned around and headed into the trees.

      Pine trees swayed high above me, the noise sounding like gentle waves on a calm ocean. They were packed in tight, with low-hanging branches often making traversal next to impossible. I pushed through as far as I could, but without a determined point to head towards, I was wasting time.

      I tried to think where the path I’d seen from the boulders would be. It had been on my left as I climbed, maybe a quarter of a mile away. So long as I hadn’t drifted from my course in the trees, I guessed it couldn’t be too far away.

      So I shifted left and stopped climbing up and started shuffling off in that direction. The thick snow had soaked into my trousers and boots and left my toes feeling like they’d been replaced by daggers. My fingers were hardly any better. As were my ears, and eyes, and nose, and just about everything else. It was impossibly cold. Even the vigorous exercise didn’t make it better. Without proper hiking attire, I was doomed.

      But sitting around and complaining wasn’t helping either. I had to make the trip count for something. So I shook some life back into my hands and set off again.

      It took a couple of minutes ducked low with branches clawing at my frostbitten face before I started to see progress. I squeezed through a particularly tight gap, and collapsed out the other side onto what was undoubtedly a track. Snow had been ploughed, leaving a large mound snaking up the left-hand side. The southerly track wormed steadily back down towards the settlement, and in the distance I could see the gate, and the courthouse beyond it. To the north was an ever-climbing path.

      Doubt flooded my mind. Was I going the right way, or was this track just a leisurely hiker’s path for those brave few who dared to stand at the pinnacle of the world? It wasn’t impossible to think it could be the latter. The residents of Second Solace obviously had a penchant for the higher climate. It stood to reason they would enjoy the thrill of even greater heights.

      But why would someone plough the track? That kind of action required some serious heavy duty equipment, especially at these heights. It had to mean something.

      ‘If you say so,’ said the Wolf.

      I looked at him. He was worn out, which probably meant I looked as knackered as he did.

      ‘You do, just for clarification,’ he said.

      ‘What do you think?’ I asked him. ‘Keep going or turn back?’

      ‘Keep going, obviously. We didn’t make it all this way to give up. And don’t forget about Sophie.’

      ‘I haven’t.’

      ‘Then keep going.’

      I sighed and looked at the path ahead. Keep going. I took a step forwards, then I stopped.

      ‘Who were you talking to?’ a voice called out.

      I jumped and spun around. A figure appeared through the trees. Gail. She watched me with a quizzical look on her pretty face.

      ‘Oh, you know,’ I panted. ‘Just giving myself a bit of a kick up the arse. It’s been ages since I climbed a mountain.’

      ‘Was that what you were doing?’ she asked. She was wrapped up tight in a thick winter coat. It looked tantalisingly warm.

      ‘What else would I be doing?’ I replied with a smile.

      ‘Sneaking away,’ she said. ‘Trying to make a break for it.’

      ‘If I wanted to do that, I’d go down, not up.’

      ‘You wouldn’t if you had any sense. Daddy has people watch the road down. He doesn’t like intruders.’

      ‘So I’ve guessed. Doesn’t he have anything up this way?’

      ‘Just the mines around the boulders,’ she said with a shrug, ‘but no one comes down this way. Not even the wildlife. They can sense the activity in the camp so they stay away.’

      ‘Mines?’ I asked, trying to keep my cool.

      ‘Yeah, daddy bought a load off some contact he made when he was in the Army. They’ve been planted around there for years. Every now and then, one detonates and gives us all a shock.’

      ‘I bet.’

      ‘What were you really doing up here?’ she asked.

      ‘I told you, I wanted to climb the mountain.’

      ‘Nobody wants to climb the mountain.’

      ‘I do. I used to climb them all the time back home with my dad.’

      ‘I don’t believe it,’ she said. ‘You come out of a meeting with my pop and ask questions about the Dawson brothers, then decide to go for a hike? Bullshit.’

      ‘How did you know I asked about the Dawsons?’

      ‘Cherie told me,’ she said. ‘She’s the store owner. The woman you bought apple juice from.’

      ‘She tells you everything she gets asked about?’ I asked.

      ‘No, but I went in to get some toothpaste, and she mentioned she’d seen you. Then I saw you hiking up here.’

      I said nothing.

      ‘What did daddy want you to do?’ she asked.

      ‘I can’t say. It’s between me and him.’

      ‘Then I’ll ask him. We don’t keep secrets.’

      ‘By all means. Ask away.’

      She watched me for a moment. Curiosity ablaze in her eyes.

      ‘You’re a funny guy, James,’ she said. ‘Have fun with your hike. And come back through the main gate on your way back. I’d hate for you to trip one of the mines.’

      She smiled and headed back down the mountain. We watched her go, the Wolf and I.

      ‘She’s weird,’ he said.

      ‘Coming from the manifestation of a crazy man’s brain, I think you’re unable to make a call like that.’ I replied.

      I climbed for another thirty minutes. One cold, exhausted step after another. No one else appeared. Nothing out of the ordinary appeared before me. Just snow and trees and ever-depleting oxygen. At thirty minutes, I felt no closer to the top of the mountain than when I’d started, and I just couldn’t keep going. I turned around and surveyed the magnificent view before me, and wondered just what the hell I was doing.

      Which was when I saw it.

      Down on my right, maybe halfway up the forest, a small column of smoke drifted through the trees. Not a forest fire. It was far too cold for one to start spontaneously. This was something else.

      I abandoned the track and moved into the woods on my right. I kept going until I was vaguely on the same longitude as the smoke, then I started pushing south, back down the mountain.

      Going down was much easier than going up, and I felt my lungs expand a little wider with every step. It felt good to breathe again, even if it was mostly psychological relief. I pushed further and further, kicking snow up as I moved. Then it happened.

      Just as they had when I reached the mountain track, the trees parted once more. But what they gave way to was far more interesting than a recently ploughed path. Smoke billowed up out of an old oil drum. Flames flicked and danced as they lapped up oxygen. Huddled close were three heavily-dressed men. They bounced on the spot, desperate to bring some life back into their cold bodies.

      None of them noticed me. I slid back into the trees and used the density to skirt around the clearing. No one noticed. The fire was their sole focus. I moved around so that I was parallel to them, and looked around. There didn’t seem to be anything else nearby, which seemed absurd. What kind of person hikes halfway up a mountain just to huddle around a fire?

      I moved a little further, hoping the change in perspective would uncover their purpose. It did. As I shifted around to the south, I saw it. Buried into the side of the mountain was a door.
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      It had been barely visible from every other angle. Tucked deep into the landscape, the door looked like the hatch to some old bunker. The type that was built in the age of world wars when everyone and their gran thought they were going to be witness to a nuclear holocaust. It had a resounding sturdiness to it that I was sure meant nobody was getting inside without permission. And with three guards huddled close by, there was no way I was getting any closer to observe it.

      But that didn’t mean I had to give up so soon.

      I slid in behind the largest tree I could find and settled in to wait.

      Not much happened for the first hour. The three men stood and talked and jumped around for warmth. Then they took up a small patrol to get feeling back into their aching legs. Just a short journey that circled the small enclosure. They got within six feet of me, but never noticed. They weren't expecting guests. Then they moved back to their fire and resumed their conversation. They repeated the process every twenty minutes or so. Nobody came in or out of the door.

      Hour number two was a little less pleasant. A breeze picked up through the trees, turning my stationary body into an icicle. I tried to keep the snow from drifting up my legs, but it was like sitting on an ant pile and trying to keep them from crawling all over you. It just never stopped.

      The guards carried on their routine right up to hour number three, by which time I was pretty certain I'd frozen to death. It was absurdly cold. Late December up in the mountains felt like I was lying naked in the Antarctic.

      Two of the men nodded at the third and headed for the door. I perked up and tried to get a little closer so i had a clear shot through the door. The first guy reached it and fumbled around in his pocket for something. A set of keys, I guessed. A moment later, he pulled open the door and let his partner go in first. Then he swung the door shut behind him, and the world went back to complete silence. The final guard stayed by the fire, watching everything and nothing.

      I stuck around for a little while longer. The time ticked closer to hour four. My stomach rumbled. The breakfast I'd eaten at Gail's was a distant memory. I wondered if she was going to host me again tonight. I wondered a lot of things about her.

      At hour five, the door opened again. I'd slipped into a frozen coma, wherein my eyes had sealed open and my mind had turned to ice. I watched four men come out and wave to the final guard. He hustled over and patted one of the men on the back and headed inside. The guy smiled and shut the door behind him.

      The four men talked and smoked for a few minutes, before taking over the spot around the fire. One of the men took his hat off and held it over the fire to dry it out. I recognised the man immediately.

      One half of the Dawson brothers. Carl or Jack, I had no idea which. He smoked and laughed with his friends, completely unaware he was being watched. Then when he was done, he nodded to his friends and walked away. Not towards the door, but into the trees.

      I shuffled out of my snow cocoon and followed him. He walked a small path I'd not seen before that headed back down the mountain. With his hat back on his head, he whistled like he hadn't a care in the world. Lucky for some. I shuffled along, but it became quickly apparent that his path was much easier to traverse than mine. He didn't have a billion twigs in the way, or two foot of fresh snow under his boots. He wasn't suffering from hypothermia, either. I did the best I could, but it wasn't enough. His whistle died on the breeze, and he was gone.

      But I kept going. No point heading back to the door. I needed food and warmth and rich air. I trudged on until I appeared at the bottom of the forest. The world greeted me with a wonderful vista of midday Montana. Beneath me was the boulder and mine field, then Second Solace, then the rest of the world. But no Dawson siblings. Not anywhere in sight.

      I trekked right until I was at the point Dawson's path should have appeared, but there was nothing. The trees had swallowed him up. I sighed and tried to think what to do. My brain felt like it had been carved out and served up to an ice giant for breakfast. It wouldn't work. I needed to recover.

      I found the ploughed track and headed back down to Second Solace. The guards on the gate saw me approach, but as I passed them, they said nothing. Maybe Gail had told them. Maybe they weren't the same guards that had watched the gate five hours ago. Maybe I was completely within my rights as a pseudo-Second Solace citizen to come and go as I pleased. I didn't know, and I was beyond the point of caring. I just kept going and trudged the path back towards Gail's house like the zombie I felt like.

      Shotgun Joe was waiting outside her house.

      ‘Where've you been?’ he hollered.

      ‘Fighting crime,’ I replied. ‘Is Gail in?’

      ‘Just got back,’ he said.

      I pushed past him and kicked off my shoes before I let myself in. Gail was in the kitchen. She looked up and smiled at me.

      ‘Back already?’ she asked. ‘That climb usually takes people the better part of a day, and that’s not in the middle of winter.’

      ‘Didn't make it to the top,’ I replied. ‘I might try again another time, but I'd need better clothes.’

      ‘I’ve left some spares in your room,’ she said. ‘Didn't want you walking around all the time in wet clothes. It'll kill you up here.’

      ‘Thanks,’ I said.

      ‘If you leave those clothes down here, I'll dry them out for you.’

      ‘You don't have to do that,’ I said. ‘I don't want to trouble you.’

      ‘It's nothing’ she smiled. ‘I have to do it with mine, anyway. Least I can do is help you out as well. You must be tired after your hike.’

      I was. I thanked her again and stripped down to my boxers and handed my clothes to Gail. Her eyes flickered down my body, scars, burns and all. She didn’t say anything. Didn’t shy away either. I headed up stairs to the bathroom.

      One gloriously warm shower later, I could feel my toes again. I got out, wiped the condensation from the mirror and looked at my reflection. My body was a mess of scars, but thankfully with time, many had started to fade. Only the deepest lingered. Like stamps on a passport, they were a permanent reminder of my past. The deepest and darkest was little more than a fine line running across the back of my neck. Two inches in length, it looked like nothing more than a paper cut, but it was far from that. It stood as an effigy to the day I died.

      I let the steam clear my pores, then headed to my room. A pair of thermal leggings greeted me on the bed. I welcomed them like an old friend. Followed them up with a thick pair of socks and a thermal top, and climbed into bed.

      The soft blanket carried me away into a dreamless sleep, and when I awoke, the sky had turned black. The smell of hot food drifted up through the floorboards, which was as good an excuse as any for me to get up and head downstairs.

      Sure enough, Gail was up and preparing what looked to be roasted potatoes and vegetables, with a slab of meat cooking in the oven. The smell was intoxicating. She looked over and smiled.

      ‘Shouldn’t be more than a couple of minutes,’ she said.

      ‘It smells great.’ I said. ‘What is it?’

      ‘Thanks. It’s nothing special. Roast lamb and vegetables. You can wait at the table.’

      I slid into the same seat I’d taken that morning and looked around. For late December, the house felt comfortably warm. I wondered what type of insulation it had. But not for too long, as Gail placed a plate down in front of me piled high with food. I devoured the meal as quickly as I had the night before and finished long before Gail. She laughed at my eagerness.

      ‘I was always told to chew my food,’ she giggled.

      ‘I do, just very quickly,’ I replied. ‘The way my life’s been going this past year, you never know when someone’s going to cut a meal short and try to murder you.’

      ‘Don’t you get heart burn?’

      ‘Always. But it beats a bullet in the head.’

      ‘Sounds fun.’

      ‘Not as fun as this.’

      She smiled and looked down at her food.

      ‘You were spying on someone,’ she said. ‘When I caught you earlier. I should have realised then. Nobody climbs that mountain in winter.’

      She kept her eyes down on her food.

      ‘You talked to your father?’ I asked.

      ‘I didn’t need to. It’s the only logical answer. Daddy’s worried someone might betray him. So the only person he can trust is the person he sent to collect. I’ll admit, you aren’t who I thought we’d find.’

      ‘You knew about the ambush?’ I asked.

      ‘I was in the meeting. I’m daddy’s secretary sometimes. I take the meeting minutes when he needs so he can review them later on. I never get involved.’

      ‘Do you have a copy of them?’ I asked, but she shook her head.

      ‘Daddy keeps all his files in the office, minutes included. But I can remember most of it if you had any questions.’

      ‘What do you know about the Dawson brothers?’ I asked.

      ‘Jack and Carl, they’re who you’re watching?’

      ‘They’re on the list.’

      ‘They seem like pretty regular guys,’ she shrugged. ‘They turned up a couple of years ago and just stuck around. I think they’re both ex-army. But I never had much contact with either. They’re part of Cecilia’s unit.’

      ‘How were they in the meeting? Did they act out of place?’

      ‘Not that I can remember, but I don’t exactly spend time watching everyone. I need to stay focused on the minutes.’

      ‘Nothing suspicious?’ I asked.

      ‘They arrived a couple minutes late with Cecilia. They were out on a job I think. Came back early when they got the call about the meeting.’

      ‘What kind of job?’

      ‘I wouldn’t know,’ she said. She took another bite of her food. ‘They’ve been working on something to convert running water into power up in the mountains. Probably something to do with that. Like I said, I don’t have much contact with their unit.’

      ‘Can you run me through the meeting?’ I asked. ‘How did it go down?’

      ‘From what I remember, Corser got the Intel a little over an hour before the meeting started. Daddy called everyone in urgently, which was why Cecilia and the Dawsons turned up late. Corser explained the situation; that a truck carrying a person of interest would be driving through a known dead zone, and that the detail would be light enough to do a snatch and grab without any resistance. Cecilia was mad that we’d called her in at first, but when she found out more about it, she suddenly changed her tune.’

      ‘She wanted the ambush to happen?’ I asked.

      ‘Eventually, yeah. She was all for it. She said she’d go down in person and handle it, but daddy didn’t want her to. She’s got a lot on her plate at the moment, and a two-day round trip is the last thing she needed. So Corser was sent instead.’

      ‘And the Dawsons, what were they doing while this was happening?’ I asked.

      ‘Nothing much. They don’t speak up much in these meetings. Don’t have much to contribute, I guess. I’m surprised they get to be involved. But Cecilia demanded it, and daddy usually does what she wants.’

      I thought about the Dawson brothers. Jack and Carl. Neither man looked like the sort that would run for office, yet they’d found themselves a seat at the high court of Second Solace.

      ‘What happened next?’ I asked.

      ‘They planned out the ambush. Corser was a sniper back in the day, so he decided to scope it out from afar, and pick up the package when he was sure there wasn’t any backup hiding around the corner. Daddy wasn’t thrilled with the plan, but under the circumstances, he agreed. Cecilia was angry she couldn’t do the job herself, so she insisted she would meet Corser halfway as a security measure. Nobody wanted to disagree with her. She usually gets her way.’

      ‘Then what?’

      ‘Then the meeting ended. Like I said, it didn’t last long.’

      ‘Why does your father have so much trust in Cece?’ I asked.

      ‘Oh, you shouldn’t call her Cece,’ Gail giggled. ‘She hates it.’

      ‘I’ll risk it. What’s the deal between them two?’

      ‘She sided with him when the group split. She risked her life to back daddy, and he repaid her with his loyalty. But if you ask me, I think he’s a little smitten with her too.’

      ‘The group split?’

      ‘Didn’t daddy tell you? It was years ago now. The population was around the same as it is today, but it wasn’t as ordered. There was a rift. Some people didn’t like the way he was running the place, and they rebelled. Daddy managed to fight them off, and they left to start their own place somewhere else.’

      ‘What was the problem?’

      ‘They didn’t like the fact daddy wanted to keep some modern day technologies in the group. They argued we were falling for the same mistakes. Daddy said we should learn from them. He believes in progress.’

      ‘That seems like a strange thing to fight about,’ I said.

      ‘Not really. When daddy started this place, he preached that it would be the place that outlasted the rest of the world. He was one of them too. He knew the world was tainted. But as the years went on and Second Solace grew, so did his vision for the place. It upset those who had followed the man of passion into the wilderness. They thought he had failed them. So they went to try it again someplace else.’

      ‘I wonder why your father didn’t mention that fact.’

      ‘He doesn’t talk about them much. It was as much a failure for him too. He nearly lost this place to them. Cecilia helped him pull it back from the brink. That’s why he trusts her so much.’

      She finished the food on her plate. I snatched it away from her before she could pick it up.

      ‘I’ll clean up,’ I said. ‘It’s only fair.’

      She smiled and raised her hands in mocking concession. I took the plates over to the kitchen. I could feel her eyes on me as I washed the dishes and dried them off with a cloth. Then she pointed out where to store them. I placed the dishes in the cupboard, and as I turned around, the room went dark.

      ‘Everything okay?’ I asked.

      ‘Ah, yeah,’ Gail replied. ‘Guess the power cut out.’

      ‘That happen often up here?’

      ‘Every now and then. It’s an antiquated system they built. It’ll be the weather causing it. Hold on, I’ve got some candles.’

      I heard her fumble around in the dark for a minute, then a warm orange glow appeared off to my right. The candle’s flame illuminated her features. She moved around and lit four others, leaving the room with a calmer, intimate feel.

      ‘That’s better,’ she said, sitting back down at the table.

      ‘How long is it usually out for?’ I asked.

      ‘A couple hours, maybe a little more depending on the problem. It’s not as simple as flipping a breaker.’

      ‘I bet.’

      ‘There’s whiskey in that decanter, if you fancy a drink?’ she said.

      ‘Sounds good to me.’

      I fetched the decanter and two glasses and headed back to the table. I placed a glass in front of Gail and poured us both a drink. She held up her glass in a toast.

      ‘Anything you’d like to toast?’ she asked.

      I raised my glass.

      ‘To great food,’ I said.

      ‘And greater company,’ she grinned.

      We clinked our glasses and drank. The whiskey tasted warm and tingled my throat.

      ‘Tell me about yourself,’ I said as the alcohol hit my bloodstream.

      ‘What do you want to know?’

      ‘I don’t know. I just thought it might be good to get to know the woman I’m living with.’

      She blushed.

      ‘Well, you already know my name, and you know what I do here, so I don’t know what else to say.’

      ‘What do you do when you’re not cooking strangers meals or typing up minutes?’

      ‘I like to hike, and I like to paint. I’m working on a piece right now that I want to hang up in the courthouse. If daddy will let me, that is.’

      ‘What is it?’

      ‘It’s a secret.’

      ‘I promise I won’t tell.’

      She smiled and looked into her drink.

      ‘I wanted to paint the world we want to live in. You know, if this whole place succeeds, I wanted to paint the world we will come into. Like a visual goal every time we have to sit around in court and pass judgement on this or that, I thought it would be awesome to have it there, reminding us that we are paving the way for a better future.’

      ‘That sounds nice. How far through it are you?’

      ‘Maybe halfway. I’ve got the basics done. But there’ll be a lot of smaller details to work on. I want it to be perfect.’

      ‘Can I see it?’ I asked.

      ‘Maybe later. First, I want to know about you.’

      ‘What about me?’ I asked.

      ‘I want to know your side of the story.’

      ‘I thought you Second Solacers aren’t supposed to talk about people’s pasts?’

      ‘Well yeah, but how many times will I get to sit in a room with one of the world’s biggest falsely accused criminals?’

      ‘Happens every week or so for me.’

      ‘Come on, I want to know. I told you about my painting. I haven’t told anyone I’m even painting it. Let me hear your side of things. Start at the beginning.’

      ‘It’s too long and boring,’ I said.

      ‘Then give me the important parts. Why is the world so sure you are a criminal when you say you aren’t?’

      It was my turn to stare into the depths of my glass.

      ‘It’s complicated,’ I said. ‘I don’t know where it starts really, because I was just a pawn in it. The people who did this to me, they aren’t the sort of people you ever meet. They’re the puppet masters, hiding in the darkness. Trust me, I know how morose and cliché that sounds, but I don’t know how else to describe it. They chose me as their scapegoat and, well, put everything into place. I don’t know the half of it myself. All I know is that they targeted me, and left me for dead after they were finished.’

      If they were finished.

      ‘We heard about the attack,’ she said, her voice quieter than before. ‘They called you a monster.’

      ‘They called me worse than a monster,’ I said.

      ‘It’s crazy to think the one-year anniversary of it was just last month,’ she said, more to herself than to me. The thought of it conjured up too much for me to cope with. I took another sip of my whiskey. She noticed my reticence, and said, ‘I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have brought it up. We were having a nice meal and I ruined it. Tell me something else instead. You have a son, don’t you?’

      ‘Peter,’ I said. The shadow of a smile drifted across my face at the thought of him, but it quickly vanished.

      ‘How old is he?’ she asked.

      ‘Four.’

      ‘That’s nice. I bet he’s such a little cutie.’

      ‘I haven’t seen him in a year.’

      Which killed the mood as much as a madman wielding an axe bursting into the room could have. Gail let out a small noise that sounded halfway between a groan and a cry, and busied herself with her whiskey. I watched her, but didn’t really see her. My mind was elsewhere.

      ‘I’ve got a question for you,’ I said, breaking the silence that had grown to a near suffocating level between us.

      ‘Fire away,’ Gail replied almost too eagerly.

      ‘It’s about the ambush. You said earlier you didn’t expect to find me in the truck. Who did you think was in there?’

      Gail shifted in her seat and looked away.

      ‘I don’t think I should say,’ she said sheepishly.

      ‘Why not?’

      ‘Because it would paint the wrong picture. You’re new here. This place doesn’t mean the same to you as it does to us. I’ve lived here my whole life. My daddy built this place to be a new start for people, and the worse the world gets out there, the more important it is that this place survives. You have to understand that.’

      ‘I’m not exactly a model citizen myself,’ I said. ‘I promise I won’t look down my nose at you. I’m just trying to help your father.’

      ‘It’s more than him you’re helping,’ she said, and for a moment I thought she was going to call me out for being an FBI spy too, but then she said, ‘It’s the whole place. It’s all of us. If you find our traitor, you’ll be saving a whole town.’

      ‘So who did you think was in that truck?’ I asked.

      She paused. Plucked up the courage. Then she said it.

      ‘A weapons expert from Afghanistan.’
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      An awkward silence drifted between us like a ghost. Gail looked away, unable to bear the thoughts that must be cascading through my mind. There were none, of course. I already knew the brief Whyte and Miles had leaked. I already knew the reason behind the brief, probably more so than the woman sitting opposite me. So I gave it a couple of seconds to look like I was absorbing the information, then I asked the question that she would expect me to ask.

      ‘What did you want with an Afghan Weapons Specialist?’

      ‘I can't say,’ she said. ‘And before you ask, it's because I don't know. I'm not part of their inner circle. I don't know what they're up to. I stay out of it through choice. I want no part of it. I like my life as it is; not bogged down with whatever complications daddy and Cecilia are working on.’

      ‘They ever mention what it is when you were taking minutes?’ I asked.

      She shook her head.

      ‘That's completely off the books,’ she said. ‘Whatever they're doing, it never even gets mentioned outside the-’

      She caught herself just in time, but not so gracefully as to stop the deer-in-headlights look flash across her face.

      ‘The what?’ I asked.

      ‘I can't say,’ her eyes darted up to the antique clock on the wall. The swinging pendulum chipped away the seconds. The time was nearly nine o'clock. ‘I think it's time I went to bed. I've got a long day tomorrow.’

      And before I could say anything, she finished her drink and headed for the stairs. Her empty glass sat opposite me. The floorboards creaked as she hustled around upstairs, and the door slammed shut behind her.

      I took my time with my drink, and helped myself to a second, because there was no one around to stop me, and it had been about a million years since I last had the opportunity to drink without someone coming to murder me. But also because it was Boxing day, and I didn't want to think about what kind of horrors my wife and son had been through because of me. We should be together at home, me and Sophie watching Peter play with his new toys. But instead, I was here, and Sophie was in FBI custody, and Peter was... somewhere.

      I wanted to finish off the bottle, but I capped myself at two. I returned the decanter to the shelf and washed the glasses in the sink. I picked a coat off the hook that looked like it would fit and laced up my boots. I blew out all but one of the candles, and headed out into the dark.

      Shotgun Joe was not at the door, his reign of terror finally over. I trudged down the stairs and headed left towards the gate. If anyone asked, I'd say I was out for a nighttime stroll. Nothing suspicious about that. But of the handful of people I saw, none stopped me or said so much as a word to me. So I ventured onward.

      I made my way back to the satellite phone without any problem. I stopped a short distance away and waited in the darkness for any signs of a tail. If Gail had heard me leave - which was entirely likely as I'd made no effort to be clandestine this time - then she could have called for someone to follow me. If she thought I was a flight risk because of the information she had let slip, then she might want to sever the problem before it spread. But in the ten minutes I waited, I heard and saw no one other than the nightly patrolmen. They didn't spot me lurking in the dark. Some security.

      I dug up the satellite phone and made the call.

      ‘It's me, over.’ I said when the call went through.

      ‘You better have something good to tell me.’ It was Whyte. ‘We're getting impatient.’

      ‘No,' I said. 'I risked my life and sneaked all the way to this phone just to tell you I had diddly squat. Over.’

      ‘Don't get sarcastic with me, boy. Not if you want to see your wife again.’

      ‘Relax will you? I’ve got progress. And are we not bothering with finishing our sentences with Over?’

      ‘You think I give a damn about all that shit? Just spit it out.’ Whyte insisted.

      ‘Maddox Cage thinks there is someone in Second Solace trying to turn on him. He thinks someone wants to kill him.’

      ‘And I should care about this why?’

      ‘Because he can’t trust anyone. He’s running blind, and he wants me to find his mole for him. The way he sees it, I’m the only one he can trust. I’m the only one in Second Solace that isn’t out to get him.’

      ‘And another man wrongly puts their faith in James Stone.’

      ‘It’s given me the freedom I needed to look around. And luckily for you, I’ve found something.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Cage suspects two of his men are against him. Brothers by the name of Jack and Carl Dawson. I managed to track one of them up the mountain and found out they have this underground place up there. I’m not sure what it is. They have it guarded, but I’ll find a way inside and let you know more when I do.’

      ‘Is that it?’ Whyte snapped.

      ‘What do you mean? I’ve given you a lot. I’ve been working my arse off here.’

      ‘To give me information either I already knew or didn’t care about. I don’t give a shit what happens to Cage, so long as he’s dead. And I already knew about the door. It leads to a bunker under the mountain. Noble found that out within a day. She even got inside. You haven’t done shit. What about Noble? What about the device? What about Al-Assad? What have you given me that is actually of any use?’

      ‘I’m doing the best I can here,’ I snarled down the line. ‘You’ve given me nothing to work with, and I’m doing everything I can. These people don’t trust me. They aren’t going to let me just waltz in here and do what I like. If they are about to launch an attack, then it stands to reason they wouldn’t want some newcomer barging in and wrecking the whole thing.’

      ‘Listen to me, Stone. I haven’t got time for your bullshit.’ Whyte snapped. ‘We are on a tight deadline here. Whatever these sons of bitches have planned, it’s going down soon, okay? Whatever it is, lives will be at risk. I don’t give a damn if they’re American or elsewhere, I will not allow these gun-toting, tree-fucking psychopaths to end one single life, you hear me? I need progress. You are dragging your heels, and don’t think I haven’t noticed. Whatever game it is you’re playing, it ends tonight. The next time you call, it better be with something I can work with. And if you ever try to disable your tracker again, I'm going to send Sophie down to our toughest super-max prisons and see what our country’s worst rapists and murderers think of her.’

      ‘What are you talking about? I haven't touched the tracker.’

      ‘Bullshit. We know you tried to disable it. It sent out an alert an hour ago.’

      ‘I was eating dinner an hour ago with Cage's daughter. I was gathering Intel.’

      ‘Then how do you explain the tracker?’ Whyte snapped.

      ‘I don't know, it's your hardware. Maybe it doesn't work well up here.’

      ‘If I fired you into space, that tracker would follow you halfway to the sun. You must have done something to it.’

      ‘I haven't done shit to it. If you've got a problem with the tech, maybe fix it before you stick it in someone's head without their permission.’

      ‘The tech is solid,’ Whyte barked. ‘It's never failed us yet.’

      ‘Except with Noble. Unless you were lying to me about that.’

      There was silence down the line for a few seconds.

      ‘If it happens again, I'll feed your wife to the wolves.’

      The line went dead.

      Less than twenty-four hours and Agent Whyte had gone from being a smart arse to an impatient dick. It had to mean something. Something he wasn’t willing to share with his student. Which either meant I was completely and utterly screwed, or I wasn’t… yet. All I knew was that I needed to make some serious progress.

      I didn’t go back to the house. Didn’t have time to waste. Not with Sophie in danger. I had to find a way into that bunker. Noble had managed it, so it stood to reason I could too. I headed back to the wall and squeezed through the gap I’d discovered earlier to get back to the boulder field. If Gail was right, there could be any number of mines ready and waiting to turn me into confetti. But it was a risk I had to take. I’d made it through once before. I could make it again.

      I followed from memory the path I’d taken to the first boulder, then the second. My previous footprints were lost to the snow, but I had a pretty clear picture in my mind of the track I’d taken last time. I applied the same logic to the situation. Sought out the same ideal hiding spots. And before long, I was back up at the tree line.

      Clouds were thick in the sky, which robbed me of moonlight. I wasn’t too concerned about walking around in the dark. I knew the path was to my left, and figured I could make my way back to the door without much hassle. So instead of ploughing my way through the dense trees, I clung to the tree line and skirted along until I reached the path. A couple more inches of snow had fallen since last it was cleared, but it was still a damn sight better than forging my own path. I hiked up, thankful for the better clothing I had than my last trip up. I kept an eye out for smoke or light, but none was visible. Perhaps the fire was a daytime treat. Perhaps the door wasn’t guarded at night.

      When I figured I was about at the right spot, I ducked into the trees and continued left. I counted out the steps in my head, trying to remember how many it had taken last time. When I reached two hundred, I turned north and began a steady spiral further and further out. It was the best way to locate the clearing without having any solid idea where it was.

      I found it after another half hour of searching. It was further south than I had previously remembered. I appeared around the same spot I had the first time, overlooking the clearing from the north. The fire had died, and the air was filled with a stillness that left me certain no one was about. Even so, I remained cautious, and clung to the trees as I worked my way round to the south.

      And it was lucky I did. Standing with his back pressed up against the door was a guard. Hidden in the recess, he had been practically invisible right up to the moment I was facing head on. He clutched himself like only a man on the verge of hypothermia does. His rifle was leant up beside him. Clearly he wasn’t expecting resistance.

      But getting past him was going to be a problem. Unless I burrowed underneath and came up at him from below like some kind of mole man, there was no way I was getting close without being spotted.

      Distraction mode, activate.

      I looked around for something heavy. A rock, ideally. I settled for a dead branch about the width of a child’s arm and worked my way around to the side of the clearing. When I was out of the guard’s sight, I threw the branch high into the air, and watched as it came to a stop in the guard’s view. I hustled forwards, aiming to come at the recess from above, but as I neared, I realised the guard hadn’t budged. Either he hadn’t noticed, or was smart enough to not fall for the game.

      So I hustled back into the trees to try again. This time, I found a rock. Big enough cave a man’s head in, should you so choose. I settled with throwing it at one of the trees I’d hidden behind earlier. It thumped against the wood and tumbled down through the branches, snapping off the smaller ones as it fell. No one could say it wasn’t loud enough.

      I ran back up to the top of the hill and waited. Sure enough, the guard bit. I saw him trudge out from his little hidey-hole with his rifle in his hands. Not up. Not ready for an attack. But only one step behind. I waited just enough for him to clear the recess. Then I jumped down into the gap between us, and made for the door.

      It was a large steel affair. The type you’d expect to see on a bank vault. There was no key hole. Probably no need up here. It explained the need for a guard, at least. They weren’t idiots. In the centre of the door was an old wheel. It reminded me of the kind you saw at the helm of a pirate ship, except smaller and made of steel. I gripped it with both hands and twisted it. I heard the bolt lock disengage. No wonder Noble had got in on her first day. I heaved the door open as quietly as I could, then I slid in through the gap and shut it silently behind me.

      I was met with a sudden and completely debilitating darkness. No lights. No sounds. Nothing. No idea which way to go. Or more importantly, how to get back. I stood there, lost in indecision. Seconds trickling away.

      With my hands outstretched, I felt for the door I had just used. I touched the cold steel with my palms, then I turned slowly around, and shuffled forwards, hands still outstretched. It stood to reason that the bunker must go into the mountain. It also stood to reason that you wouldn’t build a door out that was on an immediate right angle to the path. So with my half-baked assumptions, I crept into the blackness.

      The first thing to surprise me was a step. My foot shuffled straight off, and for a second, I thought I was about to fall down a flight of stairs to my doom. But it was just the one step. Just a minor heart attack.

      But to save myself from the real deal, I got down onto my knees, and put my hands down in front of me like I was a dog, or an infant learning to crawl. The tactic worked, although I hoped no one would spot me crawling around in the dark. After several minutes, the tips of my fingers pressed into something solid. I felt around and discovered it was either a wall or a door. I couldn’t feel a handle, so I guessed it was the former. I fumbled around some more. No way to go left. Nothing in my immediate way to the right. So I went that way.

      Wherein I encountered a problem. Stairs. Not the firm, solid kind built from wood or stone. The loud, obnoxious kind built from iron or steel. I wrapped my hands around what appeared to be a banister and lifted myself up. Going down on my knees would be a killer, so feet it had to be. I inched my foot out, and cast it around for the next step like a fisherman with their rod. The sense of unease grew evermore present in my gut. I found the step and heard the groan as I applied some weight to it. But there was nothing I could do to stop it.

      Progress was dreadfully slow. I had a sudden and deep sympathy for the blind. When I finally pressed my foot down onto something that wasn’t a metal step, I breathed a silent sigh of relief. I turned around to resume my crawl when something catastrophic happened.

      The lights switched on.

      At first, I thought I’d activated some kind of alarm, and my stomach did a somersault. But quickly I realised I hadn’t been the one to activate it. Even worse, the person that had was fast approaching from behind me.

      I heard two sets of voices coming from the corridor above. I heard two sets of fast paced boots slapping against the cold, hard ground. I looked around, desperate for some place to hide, but all I could see in the room was a bland concrete corridor leading to a meshed gate at the far end. No where to hide.

      I looked back up the stairs. They couldn’t be more than a few seconds away. Then it hit me. The stairs. I looked down and stared past the steps. The space behind them was small and dark, but it was empty. I squeezed around the banister and hauled myself into the tiny recess. And not a second too soon. As my head squashed through the gap, I heard the sounds of boots on the top step, and saw the whole metal structure vibrate. Then I heard the voices.

      The first was one I had become all too aware of. Cece.

      ‘I do not care if they don’t think it is possible,’ she spat. ‘They are not paid to offer an opinion.’

      ‘Even so, they know what they’re talking about. We should listen to them.’ The second voice was male, but it was not one I recognised. It was deep and had a hoarseness that came from a lifetime of smoking.

      ‘We don’t have time to listen,’ said Cece. ‘We’re already weeks behind schedule.’

      I saw her boot slap down against the step closest to my head. Felt the flecks of cold residue splash onto my face.

      ‘I know we are, but that doesn’t change anything. We need more time,’ said the man. His boot appeared in my vision. The pair reached the bottom of the stairs and strode across to the gate at the other end.

      ‘It might be worth considering postponing it,’ said the man as they reached the gate. Cece didn’t look at him. Instead, she thumbed a button off to the side.

      ‘We are five days away-’ she started, but her voice was lost under the sound of a loud machine. Through the gate, I could see chains moving up and down. Cece continued talking, but the words were inaudible. The man responded. The look on his face was one of concern. I didn’t recognise him. He was short, maybe a stretch over five foot, but built to last. He had an assault rifle slung over his shoulder and wore a baseball cap that covered some light hair hiding beneath. He wore a couple days of stubble that seemed to suit him.

      Behind the pair, an old lift rose from the depths. The machine stopped, and silence was restored, but the pair didn’t speak. Instead, Cece hauled the meshed gate aside, and they got into the lift.

      Then she turned around to close the gate behind her.

      And looked directly at me.
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      I froze, held my breath, and stared at the woman opposite me. Two operatives, standing twenty yards away, armed with enough weaponry to turn their enemies into dust. Versus me. Unarmed, alone and seriously compromised. Her fierce eyes stared at me, then she looked away and shut the gates behind her. As she pressed a button inside the lift, the pair resumed their conversation as they descended slowly into hell.

      When they were out of sight, I breathed out. My legs felt weak. How had she not seen me? I squeezed out from my hiding place and walked over to the gate. Then I looked back at the stairs. The spot behind them was dark. Maybe so much so that you wouldn’t see a person hiding behind them. But only barely. I doubted she would have been so nonchalant had she spotted me. Her rage was anything but subtle.

      I heaved open the gates and looked down. I could see the top of the lift wobbling as it descended deeper and deeper. Up above was nothing but darkness and rattling chains. I watched the cage rattle down below. It had to be one hundred feet down. Maybe more. Then it came to a stop and silence was restored, save for the echo of disturbed chains.

      I looked up, then down, then back up. The guard would be back at his post, leaning up against my only exit. I couldn’t think of any way to distract him without putting myself in a world of shit. So the lift was my only option.

      But again, I didn’t want to use it. Summoning it up had been a loud affair. For all I knew, Cece and her friend were down below standing right next to it. If I followed them down, I’d be open for an attack. And I had no doubt in my mind Cece wouldn’t jump at the opportunity.

      I rattled the chains and tried to gauge how high up they went. From the way the blackness stretched out, seemingly into infinity, I could tell I wasn’t at the top stop. There had to be something higher.

      With my heart beating out a violent drum solo in my chest, I wrapped my hands around the chain and committed myself to an utterly foolish idea. The chains swayed as my legs wrapped around them, but nothing snapped and I managed to avoid plummeting to my death.

      I had to go up. Whatever lay below would definitely be worth visiting, but with Cece down there, I decided I’d rather take my chances in the opposite direction. And with the lift sitting between me and the exit, I figured it was a wasted endeavour from the start.

      My right shoulder throbbed. The bullet wound and botched fix up had left me with a permanent ache. The doctors had told me I was lucky to be alive. I didn’t know if I agreed with the luck part. But it wasn’t the only part of me that hurt. Since arriving in America, I’d been burned, sliced and shot. I’d broken bones. Had a small chunk of my finger severed. And administered an electric shock to myself. None of those injuries had killed me, but all had beaten me down, and turned the once youthful, athletic reporter into a battle-hardened, broken mess.

      Using my legs as my main driving force, I thrust myself up the chain. Progress was slow, much slower than crawling down the corridor. And with every inch I climbed, I felt weaker and weaker. I glanced down, hoping to see an enormous amount of progress made, but it couldn’t have been more than fifteen feet from my starting point.

      And to make matters worse, as I looked down, the lights switched off.

      In the complete, impenetrable darkness, hanging from a chain underneath a mountain with barely the energy to hold on, I began to wonder just how far my life had collapsed. At the age of twenty six, most people I knew were settling down, buying houses, and having children. They were climbing the career ladder, or exploring the world, or learning new skills. They were keeping up to date with the latest hit television shows, or following their favourite sports teams, or walking dogs, or reading books, or jogging, or painting, or anything else normal. They weren’t trapped in an unwinnable situation, surrounded by people trying to murder them. This wasn’t normal. Not even close.

      I heaved myself up another couple of feet and tried to hold back the tears. Through pain or exhaustion, or just plain old sadness, they trickled down my face. Part of me wanted to continue. To keep climbing up and find something I could use. But part of me wanted to let go and welcome death like an old friend. And that part of my mind seemed louder and clearer.

      ‘But if you let go, James, they’ll kill her.’

      And I knew that it was true. They wouldn’t let Sophie go. Not if I failed. They wouldn’t want her walking around as a permanent reminder to their heinous crimes. I had to keep going. For her.

      I pulled myself higher. Tightened my grip on the old, battered chains. Jacked my body up with my legs. Again and again. Higher and higher. Until finally, I could make out something above. A faint shimmer of blue light creeping out of a thin gap.

      Every inch took a little more from me, but with the end so close, I couldn’t give up. I climbed until I could reach the ancient corrugated gate, just like the one I’d opened below. With tired hands, I wrenched it apart, and slithered out onto the landing. Every inch of muscle in my body throbbed. I rolled onto my back and panted like a hot dog.

      The room was dark and silent. The light came not from some machine or lightbulb, but from a huge opening in the mountain. The ethereal glow of the moon burst through a gap in the clouds, guiding me to salvation. I was in a cave. Moonlight cast shadows off the jagged rocks, giving it the appearance of teeth inside the mouth of a shark.

      Parked in the enormous alcove were rows of trucks. The big, no nonsense kind favoured by the military. The type that gets shit done properly first time round. They seemed like an appropriate choice, given the residents. Purpose built for terrain like this. I counted six trucks, and four smaller jeeps parked along the side. All sat quietly in the dark.

      At the mouth of the cave were two sentries. They stood with their backs to me, silhouetted in moonlight. I could see assault rifles in their hands. But besides them, I could see no one else. All the same, I didn’t want someone to find me lying around, so I got to my feet and slid into the shadow of the nearest truck. It was a colossal vehicle. The wheel arch came up to my chest. I wondered what Second Solace wanted them for. Sure, they would be good for getting around in conditions like these, but from what I’d seen, Cage and his crew had little contact with the outside world. One truck was understandable. Not six.

      I heaved myself up and looked into the back. A tanned canvas sheet covered the frame of the cargo bed, just like the trucks I’d seen back in Afghanistan. It had the same smell too. Dust and oil. But there was nothing else inside save for bad memories, so I climbed out and checked the next.

      All six trucks were empty. No hidden clues. No missing FBI Agents, or wanted Nuclear Arms Specialists. I climbed out of the sixth truck and looked around. The cave had been transformed into a makeshift garage. There were tools and equipment on benches nearby. Some hanging from nails hammered into the rocks.

      Beside them, a stack of oil drums rested against the rocks. As I approached, I could smell the contents. Diesel. I counted twelve drums, stacked three high in rows of four. I wondered how much that was. Not a cheap expense.

      I continued my counter-clockwise search, passing across the lift entrance to follow the rear of the cave. I wondered how much of the cave was nature’s doing, and how much was man’s fault. The ground was smooth, too much so to be a coincidence. How long had this place taken to build? Cage had said he started Second Solace almost three decades ago, and with the backing of the Fenwick Association, the sky was literally the limit.

      As I neared the right-hand wall, I began to think the cave had exposed all of its secrets. How wrong I was. Just as I turned my head, I almost didn’t notice the slim passage tucked away into the rock. But the Wolf did. His lurking eyes spied what mine missed. He searched every corner, every detail I overlooked, and came up with gold.

      ‘There,’ he said, drawing my attention to the dark passage hidden in the rocks.

      It was minuscule. Barely big enough for a person to squeeze through. But that in itself was all the persuasion I needed. I peered inside. There was definitely something down there. I could hear the faint buzz of something electrical. I turned on my side and slipped into the gap. The jagged rocks scratched at my chest and back. I shuffled sideways through the tight space. The hum of electricity grew louder.

      I reached the end and peered out. The noise came from a stack of computer hard drives that were merrily whirring away. Cables spooled out and snaked away along the floor and down into a hole in the ground about the width of a football. Not a chance in hell I was getting down that. If I had to guess, the space was used as a storage area. The hard drives pumped out some serious heat, but the worst of it was tempered by the bitter breeze coming from outside. Wherever the cables ended, I guessed the ventilation wasn’t as efficient.

      But that wasn’t all the hidden recess had to offer. Lining the opposite wall was a desk. How it had fit through the passage was beyond me. Must have been carried through and built on the spot it now stood. Sitting atop the desk was a cluster of papers. With minimal light, I couldn't make out any of the writing without holding it up to my face and squinting hard, and even then, less than half of it was readable. Slowly and methodically, I poured over the documents, hoping to find something of use.

      About half of the documents seemed to be invoices for paid goods. Vehicle parts. Tools. Equipment. All the sorts of things that couldn't be built out of wood or stone. If any of the invoices were suspicious, they weren't setting off any alarm bells in my head.

      The other half was made up of an assortment of maps and blueprints. I found one for the state of Montana, then another for North Dakota, Minnesota and Wisconsin. Each felt like a worn in map should. Peeled around the edges, creased and crinkled where it had been folded over at random points. No X marks the spot, or here be monsters. Nothing suspicious at all.

      The blueprints on the other hand were harder to make out. The writing was so small and illegible in the poor light that the details were hard to make out. What I could tell, however, was that I was looking at a series of buildings. The first and most basic was that of some kind of office building. I could make out a series of spaces dedicated to toilets and store rooms and offices. I squinted at the writing, and could make out just one word. Plaza. Plaza didn’t help with anything. There could be a million places across the states with the word Plaza in the name. Whoever had scribed the blueprints had the worst handwriting.

      The second sheet was something a little more interesting. Not an office building or a run-of-the-mill house. This was a huge, grandiose property. Maybe a manor. The contours of the building were rarely straight, weaving in and out with the audacity of an Elizabethan castle, and appeared to stretch over four floors. There was space for a garage, which itself looked to be bigger than my house back in England. The details here were easier to read, having been scribed by someone with intelligible handwriting. The address in the upper right corner was in Missoula, Montana. I wondered who lived there.

      I put the stack of maps and blueprints back and kept looking. But without proper lighting, there was little left for me to see through night-vision alone.

      I squeezed back through the narrow passageway. No changes in the garage. Still two men on the exit. I decided against heading back down the lift shaft. Climbing up had near been the death of me. Climbing down sounded no better.

      I crossed to the workbenches I'd seen earlier. An assortment of wrenches and other tools were hung up on tiny hooks. I took one of the larger wrenches off its hook and tucked myself in behind the nearest truck.

      The two guards stood several feet apart, making the distance between each around the same as the distance between either side of the cave. From behind, there was little I could learn from either man. No way of telling who was most prone to procrastination, or who had the better hearing. So I took a gamble. If my math was correct, Second Solace would be visible from the cave entrance somewhere down on the right, so getting back would be best approached from that angle. I crossed over to the right side of the garage, and made my way to the truck closest to the entrance. The guard was fifteen feet away. Maybe a little less. I could cover that distance in a matter of seconds. I knelt down, angled the wrench towards the left-hand side of the cave, and threw it.

      The wrench arched through the dingy cave and bounced off the hood of one of the stationary jeeps. The thud was shockingly loud in such a quiet place. Both guards jumped, and spun to attention, weapons raised. Both flicked on flashlights attached to their weapons. Both were well trained. Neither saw me slide underneath the truck for cover.

      ‘Go check it out,’ said the guard nearest to me, and a second later, I heard the slap of boot rubber on the stone floor as he went to investigate.

      ‘It's a wrench,’ the second guard said.

      ‘Yeah no shit, genius. Where’d it come from?’

      The guard closest to me scanned the beam of his flashlight around the cave.

      ‘Hello?’ he called out.

      I decided not to call back and alert him to my position. Something in my mind told me that might not be in my best interests. I kept as still as I could and watched the boots of the two guards shuffle around uneasily.

      ‘Whoever it is down there, quit screwing around,’ shouted the guard who’d gone to investigate the noise. ‘This isn’t funny.’

      I could practically feel the two guards share an awkward glance at one another. Then in unison, they edged towards the rear of the cave.

      I waited until the guy closest had moved past me, then I slid out and crept out of the cave. My suspicions had been right. Far below in the distance, the faint glow of Second Solace stretched out to beckon me. In a revelation that should have been obvious to begin with, I realised that the path I now stood on was the same ploughed track I’d started on earlier in the day. Had I continued my ascent, I would have stumbled across this very same cave entrance many hours before.

      I didn’t stick around to kick myself. The hour was late, and I had much to mull over.

      Like an exhausted husk, I made my way back down the mountain, across Schrödinger’s minefield, and back to Gail’s house. My arms and legs felt like a concoction of lead and jelly. A little part of me thought it would be best to climb back into my room via the window, but I neither had it in me, nor felt it would be prudent to appear like the sneak I so evidently was. So I just headed up to the front door and hoped Second Solace didn’t want for door locks.

      They didn’t. So I shrugged off my sodden clothes and placed them by the warm embers of the log fire and took myself off to bed. Gail didn’t wake as I climbed the stairs. I slithered under the cover in my remaining clothes and as I shut my eyes, I fell into an instant slumber.
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        * * *

      

      I was in a diner. Rain pelted the window beside me, distorting the view outside. In front of me was a glass of water, and two burgers. One half eaten. The other untouched. There were other people inside, but their faces were unclear, like half-forgotten memories. I wanted to get up and leave, but something compelled me to stay.

      ‘You waiting for someone?’ a distant voice asked.

      It was a voice I knew, but not the one that was supposed to speak. It wasn’t female. It wasn’t soft. I tried to look up, but it was as though I wasn’t ready. Not yet.

      ‘Excuse me?’ I asked, because that was what I was meant to say.

      ‘You’ve been here a while, it’ll go cold if they don’t get here soon,’ the voice replied, yet the tone was not amiable. It was hostile. There was something sinister hidden beneath the surface.

      No, that wasn’t right. That wasn’t how it happened.

      The scene changed. I wasn’t in a diner. I was outside. There was a stillness to the air, like it was frozen in time. I was in a field. The surrounding grass was overgrown and moist with morning dew. There was a tree in the distance. A figure sat beside it. No, they were tied to it. I drifted closer. Or more accurately, the tied figure drew closer to me. I didn’t move. I knew who was supposed to be there.

      Sophie.

      ‘You won’t get a second chance here,’ said the man beside me.

      It should have been Redd, but it wasn’t. It was the same voice in the diner. The same intruder. And finally I was turning. I was looking up into the face that haunted my dreams. The burned skin. That elongated smile. Those bright, piercing eyes. I was at his mercy once more. My hands were bound, I was trapped in his lair. The blinking red light. The watching eyes. He was there. In his hands he held a blade. The tip as sharp as a needle. He moved it closer. Closer. Pressed it into my skin.

      A terrible storm whipped up, devouring everything but the two of us. No Sophie. No Nicole. No knives or tools. Just me and him. Alone in the eye of the storm.
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        * * *

      

      My eyes snapped open and focused on a dark, calm wooden ceiling. Everything was still, save for the shadows of swaying trees through my window. I climbed out of bed and ran my fingers through my hair. It was knotted and thick from days of neglect. The scar from my bullet wound ached. A permanent reminder. I crossed to the window and looked out into the darkness.

      Always watching. Always haunting my dreams. The marks he had left on my skin were nothing compared to those beneath. And there was nothing I could do about it.
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      I didn’t go back to sleep, didn’t want to give the man who haunted my dreams another go at my already battered psyche. Instead, I sat at the foot of the bed and watched dawn approach. Gail had been right. My window got one hell of a view of it. Although I bet it paled in comparison to the view from the mountaintop.

      When I heard Gail wake up and busy herself in the shower, I decided to head downstairs. By the time the towel-clad, fresh-faced home owner appeared at the foot of the stairs, I had already prepared breakfast.

      ‘Morning,’ I said as she walked over. ‘I made breakfast.’

      ‘You didn’t have to do that,’ she said.

      ‘And you didn’t have to take me in,’ I replied. ‘See it as a repayment of gratitude.’

      ‘Well gratitude smells real good,’ she said with a smile.

      She took a seat at the table and I presented her with a plate of eggs on toast with a side of coffee. She wolfed it down without letting the awkwardness of the previous night sink into the new day.

      ‘What are you on with today?’ I asked as I finished the last of my breakfast.

      ‘I’ve got a committee meeting about next year’s crop yield.’ She said with a sigh. ‘We had some troubles hitting our required targets this year, so we need to plan out how we will fix the problem going forward.’

      ‘Sounds fun.’

      ‘Not everything can be a thrill fest. What about you? Spying on the Dawsons some more?’

      ‘I need to speak to your father about a couple of things first. Then I’ll see what the day brings me.’

      ‘What sorts of things?’

      ‘Oh you know, this and that.’

      ‘You don’t trust me with it,’ she said.

      ‘It’s not that,’ I replied. ‘I’m just trying to not step on any toes without proof.’

      ‘It’s okay, I’m used to being left out of the important stuff,’ she replied, her tone a little dejected. ‘I guess that’s what I get for being the daughter of the man in charge. I didn’t choose this world. I haven’t fought for it like the rest.’

      And there it was again. The silence. I cleaned up breakfast. Gail just watched me from her seat.

      ‘Look,’ she said. ‘I don’t mean to intrude on your life, but can I give you some advice?’

      ‘Fire away.’

      ‘Be careful if you go out at night. The guards, they don’t like people out when they’re on patrol. There’s sort of an unspoken curfew. If they catch you out, especially somewhere you shouldn’t be, well… I’d hate to think what they’d do.’

      I turned away from the plates and looked at her. There was something in the way she spoke. Something gentle.

      ‘If I didn’t know any better, I’d say she likes you,’ said the Wolf.

      ‘What are we, teenagers? Get a grip,’ I replied.

      ‘Just some food for thought,’ Gail mused, filling the silence. ‘Anyway, take care today. The weather is supposed to get a whole lot worse in the run up to the new year.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      She smiled again.

      ‘You should get going. Daddy doesn’t like waiting for people.’
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        * * *

      

      More snow had fallen in the night. The paths once followed now were barely visible. Men and women fought the thick dunes with shovels and spades, carving fresh tracks where they could. Only a few eyes caught mine. The rest were too busy with the new day and all the problems that came with it. Perhaps my presence wasn’t as noteworthy anymore. Fine by me.

      The courthouse towered over the neighbouring buildings with a thick sheet of fresh snow settled atop it like a hat. I climbed the stairs and kicked the snow off my boots, then headed inside.

      When not used to convict newcomers of various crimes, the courthouse actually felt quite cosy. The grandeur of its interior design brought to mind childhood visions of what the house of Santa Claus might look like. Perhaps it was the proximity to Christmas that made me think that way.  Maybe it was old man Fenwick wandering about the place that did it. Hell, maybe he was actual Saint Nick in the flesh.

      I headed to Cage’s office and knocked on the door. There was no answer. I waited a minute, then knocked again in case the old man had been in the middle of something. Still nothing. I tried the handle. Unlocked. So, deciding there was only so much trouble I could get in for trespassing on the big chief’s headquarters, I pushed open the door and stepped inside.

      The large oil painting of the young Maddox Cage looked down on me with an air of mild discontent as though the man painted had known that someone would be intruding on his business all these decades later. I shooed him away and looked around. Cage’s desk was a thing of beauty. A large mahogany piece that could easily be a few centuries old, I couldn’t help but admire the intricate detail that adorned the edges and legs.

      Behind it sat a grand chair that definitely sat closer to the throne category than general office item. I walked around the desk to grasp its splendour, which was when it happened. The itch in the back of my mind. The Wolf latching onto something out of place. Just like in the cave last night, he drew my attention away from the desk and up towards the painting.

      ‘Does that seem off to you?’ he asked.

      ‘Off?’

      ‘Yes, genius. Off. As in, not in the right place.’

      And the more I looked at it, the more I agreed with him. The painting hung off the wall, but it was slightly off centre, like something had got stuck behind it and pulled it out from the wall by a fraction. I moved over to it. Inspected the discrepancy.

      Then I pulled it further.

      The painting swung aside with ease, taking with it the two brackets that held it in place, and exposing what hid behind it. A safe. Not the kind you might find in a bank, but by that same token, not the kind you might find in some overzealous guy’s closet. It was somewhere in between. A medium-sized safe. Big enough to climb inside. A bit on the small side to store the contents of Fort Knox. It had a blue marble colour to it that seemed strangely clashing to the rest of Cage’s office. And like the bunker door I’d opened last night, it had a wheel handle slightly off skew to the left-hand side. But unlike the bunker door, a sleek combination dial sat right next to it.

      I guessed Cage wasn’t the kind of guy to go so far as to hide a safe behind a painting, yet leave the thing unlocked, but I gave it a try, anyway. It didn’t budge. I also pegged him as the sort of man to memorise the combination. I swung the painting back into place and edged away. It looked like nothing had happened. No tampering whatsoever.

      As I looked at the painting, the door swung open, and the man himself stormed into the room. He stopped short of bowling me over.

      ‘Stone,’ he said, slightly out of breath. ‘I wasn’t expecting you.’

      ‘I know. And I’m sorry for letting myself in. I don’t know where you live, or hang out, or anything really.’

      ‘My room is upstairs. This is my home,’ he said, making no attempt to mask the pride in his voice, ‘and I seldom have time for recreation here. That’s not what Second Solace is about.’ He closed the door behind him, and I caught a flash of Cece stranded on the other side before it closed. Cage sidestepped me and sat down behind his desk. After he gestured for me to sit too, he spoke again. ‘What can I help you with?’

      ‘A couple of things,’ I said. ‘But I’ll start with an update.’

      Cage clapped his hands together.

      ‘Don’t get your hopes up,’ I insisted. ‘It’s not exactly progress. I’m having trouble locating the Dawsons. I spoke to the woman who runs the general store, and she said they work with Cece up in the mountains.’

      ‘That dawned on me too after you had left,’ Cage sighed. ‘I apologise. I should have thought of it sooner. Then perhaps you wouldn’t have wasted a day following a dead end.’

      ‘Can I ask, what is it Cece is working on up there?’

      ‘You can ask,’ Cage replied. ‘But don’t expect an answer. I’m sorry, James. We have a lot on our plate at the moment, and I can’t have anyone running around, potentially causing problems. You included. You’ll have to forgive me on this.’

      ‘If it’s so important, and the Dawsons are working on it, surely you need to make sure they can be trusted first, right?’

      ‘Stone, I get where you’re coming from. But I can’t. It’s not my place to say. Cecilia is in charge up there, and I trust her with my life. It wouldn’t be right of me to divulge without her say so. And right now, there’s a better chance of me becoming President of the United States than there is of Cecilia letting you in.’

      ‘Can’t you give me anything?’ I asked. ‘A ballpark answer, maybe? If it’s not important to my investigation, I don’t have to worry about it, right?’

      Cage leaned back in his throne and rubbed his fingers together in deep thought. Maybe I imagined it, but I felt like I could feel Cece’s stare through the closed door.

      ‘We are working on a deterrent,’ Cage said finally. ‘Purely a defensive measure, lest someone come up here and try to take our home away from us. That’s all I can say, so don’t ask for more information. Maybe one day I’ll be able to tell you more. But not today.’

      A deterrent?

      ‘Okay,’ I said. ‘Second question.’

      ‘Fire away.’

      ‘What happened to the others?’

      Cage frowned.

      ‘What others?’

      ‘The people who left. Gail told me something happened and a section of your people left. She said they didn’t like the way things were going.’

      He shuffled some more in his seat. Bunched up his shoulders and brought his hands together like a man backed into a corner.

      ‘Why d'you ask?’ he grunted.

      ‘Because you told me someone tried to kill Corser, and I saw one of your men try to kill me. It seems to me like the kind of person who does that might be the sort of person who didn’t feel too strongly about their leader anymore. The kind of person who might once have left, then decided they wanted Second Solace for themselves.’

      ‘Not possible,’ Cage huffed. ‘It’s sound logic, but it just ain’t possible.’

      ‘Why not?’

      ‘It’s confidential. Need to know basis only.’

      I got up from my chair. Cage half moved too, another defensive measure.

      ‘What’re you doing?’ he barked.

      ‘I’m leaving Second Solace,’ I replied.

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Because you’ve pissed me off, Maddox. You brought me here against my will. Demeaned me with your little trial. Then asked for my help, only to stonewall me at every path. I’m done with it. I didn’t have to help you. I did it because I thought you might actually be worth helping. But if you won’t trust me with anything, then I’m wasting my time here.’

      I turned to leave. Made it all the way to the door. Then he spoke. Just like I knew he would.

      ‘Sit down,’ he barked, but it was more like a sigh than a command. I let him stew for a moment, then I returned to my seat. ‘What you need to understand is that we built this place for a purpose,' Cage said. 'There was a vision in mind. A common goal amongst all of us. Everyone who pitched in knew the endgame. “Imperium In Imperio”. Do you know what that means?’

      ‘Power within power.’

      ‘Exactly. A state within a state. That's how we started it. That's what we have written over the goddamn door. We wanted to create a brand new state that would outlast the others. The way I saw it, we would achieve this through continued progress, and learning from humanity's mistakes. That's the key. Learning. Not blindly ignoring and pretending like they don't exist.’

      His heavy eyes watched me. I could practically feel the weight of them on my shoulders.

      ‘Picture this, Stone,’ he continued. ‘Two people walking opposite ways along a path spot a number on the floor. One man sees a six. The other sees a nine. Which one is right?’

      ‘It's hard to tell,' I said. 'It could be either.’

      ‘Exactly. It could be either, but it isn't. It's one or the other. Some people would say it doesn't matter. They'd say both answers are right. But those people are goddamn fools. They are mollycoddling a generation of idiots. Someone came along and wrote either a six or a nine on the ground. They had a definitive number in mind. The right answer would be to assess the situation as a whole. Are there any other numbers on the ground nearby that would show which way the guy was going? That kind of thing. But no, some people don't want to do the work. They aren't willing to do the research. They just want to be right.’

      ‘Your point being?’ I asked.

      ‘Not everyone can be right. Not everyone can ignore the research and choose their own truth. That's what happened here. We started with our goal to create a new, sustainable homeland that didn't fall into the same traps that the rest of society has. The way we do that is by observing the path, and finding out the right way to go instead of heading blindly in the wrong direction. That was my aim. And that was the problem for the others.’

      Cage got up out of his chair and absentmindedly ran his finger across the frame of his grandiose oil painting.

      ‘We used to be much bigger,’ he mused, ‘and we were growing by the year. I was a little worried at first, I thought we were diluting our resolve, but in the end I was wrong about that too. I started to notice a rift between the people. There was a group, close to fifty people I'd say. They didn't like that we used electricity to power our lights, and favoured vehicle for labour instead of horseback. They wanted an authentic experience, like the way we used to live back in the day. At first, I just used to block them out. It's a sizeable settlement. We get people bitching and moaning about this and that every day. It's commonplace. But then, they got louder. Started organising work strikes and causing fights. That was when I started to take them seriously, but it was too late for salvation.’

      He stared up into the eyes of his former, immortalised self and cast his mind back.

      ‘There was a revolution,’ he said. ‘They tried to take me down by force so they could start over once more. I wasn't willing to let them take my legacy, so we fought back. Things got messy. People died. Our side managed to get the advantage, and we called an end to the bloodshed. But I wasn't willing to let those people live in harmony amongst my own. We banished them.’

      He turned his eyes back to me, looking at my face like I was a long lost friend. It lasted only a moment before he snapped back to attention.

      ‘We haven't had any contact with them since they left,’ he said. ‘They took only the clothes on their back. Their choice, not ours. They didn't want anything tainted by this place.’

      ‘So why do you think they’re not involved?’ I asked.

      ‘Didn't you listen to the story, James? They don't want what we have. They want something pure and animalistic. And even if they did, they don't have the right tools. They don't use guns. That's too modern for their kind.’

      ‘They didn't all those years ago,’ I said. ‘A lot can change in that time.’

      ‘I’m sure of it. They weren't involved.’

      ‘How? How can you be so sure?’

      Cage didn't answer right away. His face scrunched up and his eyes narrowed.

      ‘I know them,’ he said eventually. ‘This isn't their M.O. They live close to a hundred miles away in small huts they built out of mud.’

      ‘They've proven before they're happy to fight for what they believe in. They could do it again. Going off gut instinct alone isn't a wise decision. There are too many variables to be able to say with complete certainty that it's not possible.’

      Cage snorted, but his face wasn’t so convinced.

      ‘They could be working with someone here,’ I continued. ‘If there was anyone here who had turned against you, turned against your vision, or maybe had been a mole from the start, you can't rule that out.’

      ‘Goddamnit,’ Cage snarled. ‘But what are we supposed to do here? I can’t go round throwing false accusations at everyone.’

      ‘You could speak to them for a start?’ I replied. ‘Get the ball rolling with a little conversation, then see where it goes from there. Hell, they might confirm it outright and you’ve got your answer right there.’

      ‘Doing that wouldn't be simple,’ he said. ‘They don't use phones up there. We'd have to send someone to open a line of conversation.’

      ‘Do you know where they are?’ I asked.

      Cage nodded.

      ‘I had my people keep tabs on them at first, just to make sure they didn’t mount a resistance. Unless they upped and left, I know where they are.’

      ‘We could go and see them ourselves?’ I suggested. ‘If time is of the essence, it might be the best option.’

      And I can get you on your own. Accidents have been known to happen.

      ‘And you’re right, we’ll be walking into a trap,’ Cage said. ‘They’ll kill me where I stand.’

      ‘If the tables were turned, would you?’ I asked.

      Cage said nothing.

      ‘They can’t risk it.’ I said. ‘They won’t know you’re coming. They won’t have prepared for it. So if they play their hand early, they could risk losing everything. They kill you, they’re effectively declaring war on Second Solace. Your supporters would burn through them like wildfire, and they know it. Killing you now would be suicide for them.’

      Cage snorted again. His nostrils flared like a bull.

      ‘You better be right, Stone,’ he barked.

      ‘More often than not.’

      A small smile crept across his face. He moved around the desk and slapped his massive hand on my shoulder.

      ‘Go get ready,’ he said. ‘We'll leave on the hour.’

      And with that he stormed from the office.

      Progress.
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      I didn't hang around to wait in the office. If we were making an impromptu trip, I needed to let Agents Miles and Whyte know I wasn't making a run for it. I headed out into the hallway. Cece wasn't there. Good. I hustled through the building and out into the morning sun.

      The streets of Second Solace were much busier than I'd seen them before. Perhaps they didn't celebrate Christmas, but they'd definitely had a couple days rest. As I weaved my way back towards the satellite phone, I became increasingly aware of just how busy the place was. Kids played together, throwing snowballs back and forth from behind trees. Couples walked together, holding gloved hands and enjoying the stillness in the air. Guards patrolled the circuit, their weapons ever more present than I'd seen them before. All the while I could feel their eyes drifting across me. The riddle, wrapped in a mystery, inside an enigma walking amongst them. Making the call would be problematic.

      I hung back from the spot the phone was buried.  To my left, a group of teenagers stood around talking and throwing a football between one another. Straight ahead, two patrolling guards trudged slowly in my direction. Any attempt now would be foolish, but I knew I couldn’t leave Cage waiting. So I leaned up against a tree and stared up at the huge rock wall that stretched up beside me. In the light of day, I could make out the point where it started to become less of a terrifying drop onto jagged rocks. But that point was about one hundred foot above me. Only the most experienced of climbers would be comfortable with a challenge like that, and they wouldn’t manage it in a hurry.

      The guards passed me by. I felt their eyes wander suspiciously over me, probably curious why the newcomer was eyeing up their defences. I paid them a gracious smile and an overtly polite good day, and returned to my viewing. Kill them with kindness.

      That left the teenagers. They seemed in no hurry to leave, content with their little game of pass the ball. Which left me with a bit of a problem. I couldn’t spend the whole day staring up at the rocks. It would make me look suspicious. So I changed tactic.

      I pushed myself off the tree and went to join them.

      They noticed me coming and stopped their game with all the grace an awkward teen could muster. Four of them in total. Two boys, two girls, aged somewhere between twelve and sixteen. Probably not a lot of options to befriend people your own age here. The boy holding the ball was maybe the oldest of them. Under his woollen beanie, his long black hair stretched down to his eyes, and the faintest whim of a moustache adorned his top lip. I caught his eye and plastered a big smile across my face and waved. It had the desired effect of making them turn their backs on me and pretend I didn’t exist.

      With their eyes awkwardly averted, I knelt down beside the tree and pretended to tie my shoelaces. I thrust my hand into the snow and rummaged around for the phone. My fingers slipped around the plastic bag. I pulled it free and stuffed it under my coat, then hustled away. I couldn’t make the call in such a public area. Not at this hour.

      Gail was out when I arrived at her home. The door was unlocked, but all the same I knocked to make sure no one was there. Then I went inside, closed the door behind me, and called out to be certain I was alone.

      I took the phone up to my room, checking the surrounding areas to be triple certain. All clear. I shut my bedroom door and sat on the bed with the phone. Then I made the call.

      I waited over a minute listening to the purr of an outgoing call. Thought about the signal shooting high into the sky, through the atmosphere, to connect to the satellite, then bouncing down to wherever in the world Agent Miles and Agent Whyte were. But there was no answer.

      Where the hell were they? Why weren’t they answering? I kept the call going for another minute. There was no answer phone, not for a couple of rogue FBI agents with an off the books investigation. I listened to the satellite phone ring and ring into an empty void.

      Nothing.

      I hung up and looked at the phone. Checked the dials to make sure nothing had been moved by accident. Whyte had run me through the correct procedure before I left. He made sure I knew it off by heart. And what I was looking at was exactly what I was supposed to be. Nothing out of place. Nothing broken.

      I tried the line again and waited for nearly ten minutes listening to absolutely jack shit. I moved around, unsure if the line couldn’t connect indoors. I opened the window and leaned out just enough to make sure. Still nothing. I triple checked the phone and tried again. The ongoing purr of the phone sounded mocking, like it was choosing to be truculent over establishing a connection. I slapped it against my palm and tried again, and again, and again.

      Nothing.

      I ran my finger over the small lump behind my ear. The tracking device lay just beneath the skin, like a constant reminder that I was in this till the bitter end. But if I suddenly started moving away from Second Solace, my little dot on the map would be all the evidence Miles and Whyte needed to put a bullet through Sophie’s head. It wouldn’t matter what excuses I made. They would see it as a direct show of disobedience.

      There was nothing else for it. I would have to tell Maddox I couldn’t go. Whatever excuse I gave would be seen as suspicious, and a man as paranoid as Cage would not take it lightly. Chances were, telling him no would spell the end for me in Second Solace, which was as much a failure to Miles and Whyte as trying to escape. Either way, Sophie was doomed.

      How long had I been? Forty, fifty minutes? Cage would be ready any minute. I didn’t have time to waste. I pressed the call button on the phone once more and pressed the device to my ear.

      Five seconds passed. Ten seconds. Twenty. Thirty.

      Nothing.

      Shit.

      Would they see how many missed calls I’d made? Would it show up on their phone? Maybe. Maybe they would put the pieces together and give me a chance. Or would they think the missed calls had come from a spooked spy about to forfeit it all? Either was possible, and the odds felt stacked towards the latter.

      My hour was up. Cage would be ready. I couldn’t keep him waiting for long.

      I tried again. Still nothing. The purr was driving me insane. I wanted to smash the phone to pieces. But I couldn’t. Sophie needed me.

      I paced around, trying to ignore the thumping in my chest. How long would Cage wait before he got suspicious? Would he send someone to find me? Would they come here first? Probably. I had minutes at most.

      I tried the call again.

      And someone answered.

      ‘What?’

      It wasn’t Whyte. It wasn’t Miles either. I didn’t say anything.

      ‘Hello?’ the voice said. Definitely male, but older and raspier than the two Agents I’d met. ‘Someone there?’

      ‘Who is this?’ I asked. My heart was in my throat.

      ‘Who’s this?’ the mystery man responded.

      ‘I need to get a message to Agent Miles or Agent Whyte,’ I said. ‘Are you able to do that?’

      ‘Depends,’ said the voice.

      ‘On what?’

      ‘What’s the message?’

      I paused. Choked by indecision. Every part of my mind was in conflict. Talk. Don’t talk. I didn’t know what to do.

      ‘Tell him,’ whispered the Wolf over the racket in my brain. ‘You don’t have a choice.’

      ‘I’m going somewhere,’ I said. ‘I don’t know where. I need you to tell Agent Miles or Agent Whyte that I’m still on their side. I’m making progress. Can you tell them that?’

      ‘Depends,’ said the voice again.

      ‘On what?’ I said again.

      ‘On who is speaking.’

      I could barely see. Barely think. My hands were shaking. My mouth trembling.

      ‘You don’t have a choice, James.’

      ‘It’s James,’ I said. ‘James Stone.’

      And as soon as the words left my mouth, the line went dead.

      I held the phone in my hands and stared at the screen. The call had been severed, but not on my end. Whoever I’d spoken to had done it. And for whatever reason, I had no idea.
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      I had to hide the phone. My eyes darted around, desperate to find somewhere Gail or anyone else wouldn’t discover it. Agent Noble had wrapped the phone in a watertight bag to keep it safe outside. So outside was my best bet. I heaved open the bedroom window and placed the phone in the drainpipe. Then I pushed a layer of snow over the top to hide it from sight and closed the window.

      I ran downstairs, throwing on my coat and boots as quickly as possible. No time to lace them up. I could do it on the drive. I ran as fast as I could back towards the courthouse, praying that I wasn’t too late.

      As I rounded the side of the building, I spotted two Humvees parked up beside the front entrance. Cage was standing beside the first. He wasn’t alone. Corser was nearby, packing bags into the back of the second Humvee with two men I didn’t recognise. Cece stood by the passenger door, scowling at me. Cage looked up.

      ‘Jesus Christ, boy,’ he said as he spotted me. ‘Thought you’d gotten lost or something.’

      ‘Sorry,’ I panted. ‘I went to get some food and lost track of time.’

      He grunted and nodded to the Humvee to get in. Not one for apologies it seemed. I jogged to the vehicle. Cece climbed into the front passenger seat.

      ‘Hope you don’t mind, but I asked Cecilia and the others to join us,’ Cage said. ‘Cecilia had my back last time we dealt with these people. Only fair she gets that chance again.’

      ‘I do not need this snake’s permission,’ she hissed at Cage. ‘I am here to protect you from him more than them.’

      ‘Stone’s no harm to anyone, isn’t that right?’ Cage barked.

      I didn’t know what to say. My mind was still on the phone call. I opened the door and looked inside. Sitting by the opposite door was Gail. She smiled at me.

      ‘Long time no see,’ she grinned.

      I returned the smile and climbed up onto the huge leather seat behind Cage. I buckled in and looked behind me in time to see Corser and the two other men climb into the second Humvee. So much for a two man trip. Cage fired up the enormous engine and turned the Humvee back onto the track. Bumps and dips felt like nothing for the massive vehicle. Cage took the track Corser had brought me up on my first day, heading down alongside the river, back towards the real world.

      ‘Eggs on toast not enough for you this morning?’ Gail asked. I looked at her blankly. ‘You said you had to grab a bite to eat?’

      ‘Oh, I… I just like to fill up before a long trip,’ I muttered. My head was a damn mess. I caught Cage watching me in the rear-view mirror. His bright eyes burned into mine for a second before he turned back to the road. My heart felt like it was going to burst.

      ‘I guess that’s not the worst idea in the world,’ she mused. She smiled at me again and fished in the bag between her legs and pulled out a battered old book. I looked at the cover. A Tale of Two Cities.

      ‘Charles Dickens,’ I said.

      ‘One of the classics. Have you read it?’

      ‘A couple of times.’

      ‘It's my favourite,’ said Gail. ‘I’ve read it too many times to count. What's yours?’

      ‘I read The Hobbit quite a few times.’

      ‘“Not all those who wander are lost,”’ she said, quoting the great author.

      I smiled and looked out the window to try to shut down the conversation. It worked. Gail stopped talking, and when I finally looked back, she was deep into her book. The Humvee followed the long winding track all the way down through the forest. No one spoke, with only the roar of the engine to fill the silence. Cece and Cage seemed content with keeping the silence going, so I sat back in my seat and waited.

      The further we went, the worse my chances were. If the mystery man had gotten the message to Miles or Whyte, then hopefully I was in the clear. If not, they could be watching my tracker move further and further away, and sentencing my wife to death. I tried to stop those thoughts from entering my mind, but I could as easily do that as I could voluntarily suffocate myself by choosing to stop breathing.

      We reached the point where the track to Second Solace met a public road. There were no signs around to suggest the settlement was there. Nothing but a worn out dirt track between two trees. Cage turned the vehicle right and put his foot down. No going back now. I was committed to the  journey.

      With smooth tarmac beneath the tyres, the Humvee was a surprisingly agile vehicle. We were up to sixty in seconds and rarely dropped below for the duration of the drive. Cage handled the monster with ease, driving with the confidence of a professional rally driver. The forests soon gave way to a beautiful vista of snow-covered fields surrounding a frozen lake. In the distance, I could make out a small town nestled in on the far side of the lake. The glow of life apparent even from this distance. But we got no closer to the town as Cage took a road up ahead that led up back into the wilderness.

      From there, the journey lasted over two hours, yet I doubted we travelled more than forty miles. The track started out as rough and moved into the realms of piss-takingly difficult by the end.  Trees bunched in like an angry crowd trying to bar access to the newcomers. The track morphed and shrank with every mile, determined to make our venture as difficult as possible. Cage persevered, forcing the convoy to give everything it could.

      But eventually, even he had to concede defeat. He nosed the Humvee onto a grass plinth wide and flat enough to park on, and switched off the engine.

      ‘We’re on foot from here,’ he announced to the group. ‘Keep your guard up. They could be watching.’

      He climbed out of the Humvee, as did Cece. Gail looked at me, smiled, and stored her book in her bag. Then she too climbed out.

      I got out last. The air felt thicker here. Probably the altitude wasn’t as fierce. And the temperature was a degree or two warmer. I felt a little further from hypothermia than I’d become accustomed to. The second Humvee pulled up alongside ours, and Corser and the two men got out. All three were armed and brought their rifles up into position before anything else. Cage opened up the boot of our Humvee and hauled out three weapons. The first was a pump-action shotgun, which he passed to Cece. A brute for a brute. The second was a sleek hunting rifle that he passed to Gail. She slung it over her shoulder without question. Not afraid to get her hands dirty, I see.

      The final weapon was an AK-47. I recognised it immediately. One of the most ubiquitous and well known weapons ever created. Cage ejected the magazine and checked it over, then he clipped it back in and held it out for me. Cece saw him do it.

      ‘You must be kidding me,’ she snapped.

      ‘Just a precaution,’ Cage replied, not looking at her. ‘I don’t want any of my people going in empty handed.’

      ‘He is not one of ours. He is a snake.’

      ‘Cecilia, stop calling the man a snake and just accept it, will you?’

      But she seemed unwilling to stand down. She snatched the assault rifle from Cage and thrust it at Gail, then yanked the old hunting rifle from her and threw it at me. I caught it wrong, and the barrel whacked against my head. Her vindictive smile stung worse than the weapon.

      ‘Happy now?’ Cage asked her.

      ‘I would be happy putting a bullet in his head.’ She replied as she stormed away.

      ‘Well, she’s fun,’ I said.

      ‘You get used to it,’ whispered Gail under her breath. She slung the AK over her shoulder and moved off, leaving me and Cage by the Humvee. Corser walked over.

      ‘Stone,’ he sniffed.

      ‘Corser.’ I said back. He nodded, then looked at Cage.

      ‘Should be ten klicks to Hope County,’ he said to the boss. ‘We set off now, we should be there within the hour.

      ’‘Then let’s get to it,’ Cage replied.

      ‘Hope County?’ I asked.

      ‘It’s what they call their home,’ Cage said. ‘The woman in charge is called Hope, and she built it herself after what went down at Second Solace. And yes, she has the kind of ego you might expect of someone who names their town after themselves.’

      Which was saying something from the man who had commissioned a giant oil painting of himself. Cage slung his backpack over his shoulder and patted me on mine. Then he turned and began to hike up the track. The group fell in behind. Cece hustled ahead, determined to be up close to her leader. I caught up to Gail and walked with her.

      ‘Why’d you come along?’ I asked.

      ‘It’s been years since I last left home. I wanted to see the sights.’

      ‘Why don’t you go travelling?’ I asked. ‘There’s no reason for you to stay in Second Solace, is there?’

      ‘It wouldn’t be right to daddy,’ she replied with a shrug. ‘It’s his vision, and I don’t want anyone to think I don’t believe in his dream. Maybe one day things will be different and I could travel the world with a partner. But, you know, it would have to be the right guy.’

      She smiled again, and the look in her eye was the same as it had been during our meal the night before. There was no mistaking something was there. Too bad the basket she was piling her eggs in was a burning, ruined mess with eggs of it’ own. Maybe in another life, we could have had something. But not this one.

      I didn’t respond to her. Instead, I tried to focus on the walk ahead and ignore the myriad of thoughts plaguing my rattled mind. Travelling here with Cage would accomplish nothing for me. Even if these people wanted him dead, I could foresee no outcome where they got what they wanted without a whole lot of bloodshed on both sides. And even so, getting back to Second Solace with no Cage would prove impossible without him to defend me.

      I had to get something out of the trip. If there was even the slimmest possibility that Miles and Whyte had got my message and decided not to kill Sophie, they would only do so under the pretence that my journey would be fruitful. Returning without progress would be enough of a death sentence for the both of us as a failed escape attempt.

      I slowed a little to put some distance between myself and Gail, and let Corser catch up with me. He nodded as he caught up alongside.

      ‘How’ve you been?’ he asked.

      ‘Oh, you know. No one else has tried to murder me, so that’s good.’

      He grunted in response.

      ‘How’re things with you?’ I asked.

      ‘The usual,’ he replied.

      ‘Do you know much about these people we’re going to see?’ I asked.

      I met Hope once or twice before she left,’ he said. ‘Bunch of hippie freaks, if you ask me. Cage didn’t say why we were coming here though.’

      He gave me the kind of look that could spill a can of beans. I didn’t respond straight away. He’d been in that meeting too, back when they were deciding whether to ambush the truck. Just because he’d told Cage he was attacked, it didn’t prove anything. He was as much a likely suspect as the rest of them.

      ‘Cage thinks they might be involved with the people who attacked us,’ I said. I dropped the us in instead of you. A subtle play. I’m one of you now. Corser didn’t object to it.

      ‘Smart,’ he said. ‘They were a twisted bunch. Stands to reason they would try again.’

      He shuffled his grip on the rifle and winced. I’d completely forgotten he injured his shoulder killing Westaway.

      ‘How’s the arm?’ I asked.

      ‘Been better, but I’d had worse,’ he grunted.

      ‘Thank you, by the way, for stopping that guy from killing me.’

      ‘Don’t mention it,’ he sniffed. ‘Damn S.O.B shouldn’t have attacked you.’

      ‘Well either way, thanks for having my back.’

      Corser didn’t reply. Instead, he cast his eyes up the track. His eyes narrowed. Then he hustled up ahead to Cage. I tried to spot what he’d seen, but there was nothing but a thick cluster of trees with our tiny path snaking through them. Corser caught up to Cage,and whispered something in the chief’s ear. Cage nodded, and Corser fell back into line. He muttered something to the two men I didn’t know, then caught up to me.

      ‘There are people in the trees,’ he growled. ‘Don’t look, but keep your guard up. We might have to fight our way out of this.’

      He moved away before I could respond. I didn’t look up. Instead, I let the Wolf be my eyes. He manifested beside me,and scanned my peripheral for me.

      ‘I count five,’ he hissed. ‘Three up ahead, two on our right. They’re stalking us.’

      ‘What do we do?’ I asked.

      ‘Like Corser said, be ready to fight.’

      As casually as I could, I placed my hand on the rifle and inched it round to my side. It was an archaic weapon. The magazine couldn’t have more than a handful of rounds in it. But for now, I just kept my hand on the weapon, silently pretending that I was keeping it from slapping against my back. The Wolf kept his eyes on the figures, which left me to focus on the path, but my mind wandered, and my eyes drifted into the trees.

      I saw movement up ahead. A slight rustling in the trees that was too big for a gust of wind. Whoever the person was, they were high up, and moving from tree to tree with the ease of a monkey. I gripped the weapon tighter, readying myself for battle. And I wasn’t alone. As I looked around at my companions, I noticed each held their weapons with a rigidity born from anticipation. The tension in the air solidified until it was as thick as butter. And with each passing second, I felt an outcome manifesting.

      ‘There’s four more to the left,’ said the Wolf. ‘And I wouldn’t be surprised if there were more behind us.’

      ‘Always the optimist aren’t you.’ I said.

      ‘Okay then, we’ll play it your way. There’s at least nine people surrounding us, all probably armed, all definitely better equipped to fight in this terrain, but it’s all okay, because the great James Stone couldn’t possibly die in the Montana mountains.’

      ‘See, don’t you feel better for being a glass half full kind of hallucination?’

      ‘I was being sarcastic and you know it.’

      ‘Me too.’

      I inched the rifle around to my front. Up ahead, I could see Cece doing the same with the shotgun. Gail still had the AK on her back. Her backpack pinned the weapon down, making it difficult to get in a hurry. Cage had his hand on his hip holster. The grip of some kind of revolver protruded out the top. Was he as good with a six shooter as he thought he was?

      The path intensified. The trees closed in, creating a claustrophobic corridor big enough for one person at a time. Cage went first, with Cece close behind. Gail and I followed, with Corser and his two men taking up the rear. I could practically feel our enemies crawling through the branches directly above us. And I could swear I could hear whispers in the wind. Every person in our convoy had their hands on their weapons. There was no subtly about it. We knew we were being watched, and made no effort to hide that fact.

      Cage unclipped the buckle on his holster and pulled his revolver free. He kept it low, but it was a definite warning. Don’t mess with us. Cece swung the shotgun round and held it two handed, ready for combat. A quick glance behind me told me Corser and his men had done the same with their weapons. Only Gail kept her weapon stowed.

      I followed suit with the others and gripped the rifle. With the butt tucked into my shoulder, and my finger rested on the trigger guard, I felt a little more confident than I had before. But that confidence was quickly dashed when I saw something move through the trees.

      ‘There are more than nine,’ the Wolf snarled. ‘Probably more than twenty.’

      ‘No one has started shooting yet. We’ll be fine,’ I said.

      ‘Seven versus twenty. I wonder how well that will go?’

      ‘Cage has got this,’ I insisted. ‘He wouldn’t walk us into an ambush.’

      ‘Is that assumption coming from all these years being his ally, or are you basing it on sheer luck, I wonder?’

      Cage slowed a little, allowing for the rest of us to bunch closer together. I didn’t like it. It made us more of a target, not less. The towering trees packed in, stealing the last of the evening light, and making our track much darker than normal. It felt surreal, like a dark magic had tainted the land we traversed, marking us for death.

      My shoulder brushed against Gail’s backpack. She turned around and smiled at me. Couldn’t she feel it? Wasn’t she worried?

      The whispers evolved into a faint chant. But it didn’t stop there. It grew louder and louder, until it was definitely distinguishable from the woodland rustling. I couldn’t make out the words, but there was a definite rhythm to it. I’d heard it’s kind before. Performed by sports teams in New Zealand, which were in turn taken from ancient Māori culture, the haka was a proclamation of strength and prowess, designed for intimidation. In other words, it was a war cry.

      What the hell were we walking into?

      ‘My name is Maddox Cage,’ Cage shouted into the forest. ‘I am the leader of Second Solace, and we have come to talk to your leader.’

      The war cry grew and grew, echoing through the trees with disorientating clarity.

      ‘We are not here to start a fight,’ Cage continued. ‘We have come to talk. I wish to speak with Hope.’

      They started moving. Figures all around us closed in, some climbing down through the trees, others rising up from the forest overgrowth. I could see their faces, plastered with mud, eyes whiter than snow. In unison, they barked their terrifying haka.

      Cage raised his revolver and pointed it at the sky. He fired a single shot. The noise cut through the war cry, bringing a sudden, unnerving silence.

      ‘I demand to speak to your leader, Hope,’ he bellowed. ‘Do not make me ask again.’

      ‘Calm down Maddox,’ called a woman’s voice from the darkness. ‘You are in no danger here.’

      A lone figure emerged from the pack of strangers. Long robes the colour of dirt draped her slender body, stretching all the way down to her bare feet. Her head was shaven, with only a small patch of stubble covering her skull. She moved with ease, barely making an imprint in the snow beneath her feet. As she approached, I could see Cage tense up. His grip on the revolver tightened.

      ‘Please, lower your weapons,’ the woman spoke. Her voice was soft, yet there was something deadly in her words, like she could just as quickly snuff us all out if she so chose. ‘You asked to talk, did you not?’

      Cage did not respond. He lowered his weapon and stashed it back in his holster.

      ‘That’s better,’ the woman said. Her eyes flickered across our group, lingering only a little longer over Gail and myself. ‘Please, allow me to introduce myself,’ she said as her eyes met mine. ‘My name is Hope, and welcome to salvation.’
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      No one spoke. Hope smiled, revealing a set of dark, revolting teeth that only accentuated her bright, piercing eyes.

      ‘Please, lower your weapons,’ she said again.

      I let go of the rifle and let it hang beside me. Behind me, I heard Corser and the two men do the same. Cece held onto her shotgun. Hope drifted closer to her. The two women didn’t speak. Instead, they let their eyes do all the talking. It was like a very tense, very uncomfortable staring contest that felt like it lasted forever.

      ‘Lower the weapon, Cecilia,’ Cage barked.

      Cece submitted. The shotgun hung limp by her side. Hope smiled again. It was an unpleasant sight made all the worse by those decaying teeth.

      ‘That’s better,’ she cooed. ‘We wouldn’t want anyone to get hurt.’

      There was a definite emphasis on the word hurt. The meaning resonated with everyone. We were outnumbered, and the ball was in their court. I looked around at the strangers. Like Hope, their clothes were ragged and their skin had the hardened look of a caveman. Not all were bald, but there was a definite tip in that style choice, and I had a running theory as to why. Most of them were unarmed. Those that were carried primitive weapons. Spears, bows and arrows seemed to be the most favoured weapons of choice. Nothing compared to the array of weaponry we had, but an arrow to the throat would do just as much damage as a bullet, and the end result would be the same.

      ‘We came here to talk,’ Said Cage to Hope. ‘We’ve done as you asked, so why don’t you show us a little courtesy and invite us in?’

      ‘Why Maddox, I was just about to,’ Hope replied. Her voice sent shivers down my spine. There was something haunting about her. The way she used Cage’s name only emphasised it. She was beyond his rules.

      Her slight hand floated up and waved to her people, and like smoke in the wind, they disappeared from sight, leaving Hope alone with us. She bowed her head and twisted in the snow. Then she began to drift back the way she had come. Cage paused a beat and followed.

      The path through the trees lasted another half hour, during which time no one spoke. The Wolf remained by my side, stalking the trees for signs of Hope’s people. He could feel them there, watching, waiting. I kept my eyes on Hope. She seemed unfazed by the temperature, which was definitely sub-zero. The rag adorning her slender body didn’t look thick. In a set of thermals, a woollen jumper, and a winter coat, I could still feel the claws of winter working into my skin. Something was definitely wrong with her.

      Eventually, the trees parted, and the county of Hope came into view. The light of day had faded once more, making way for a truly breathtaking view of the Milky Way. The light of the moon cast down across the land, which only furthered my sense of unease.

      Like Second Solace, much of what I saw was made from nature. Where it differed was in the quality. Instead of vast, timber structures, the people of Hope county lived in small huts. They rose out of the cold ground like warts on a face, which under a blanket of snow made them look like igloos. I knew the concept was sound. An igloo could raise the temperature inside by thirty degrees or so. Eskimos survived the harshest of winters because of them, but even they would agree you weren’t exactly left with a lot of space. There was no rhyme or reason to their positioning, as though each had been built on a whim by the occupants.

      But Hope led us away from the sea of strangers and up a path to our left. The snow had been swept aside, leaving a dirt path for us to follow. I could see more paths twisting around between the huts like worms. As I looked around, I spotted a couple patches of grass flattened down and untouched by snow. Deconstructed huts or camp fires, maybe? Or was it something they didn’t want us to see?

      The track rose up a small hill to some kind of monument at the top. The closer we moved, the clearer it became. Carved from a single tree trunk, the statue of a woman stood and looked out over the settlement. There were no prizes for guessing who it was supposed to be. The bald figure of Hope was clearly definable in the carving. A wistful expression adorned her wooden doppelgänger as she cast unmoving eyes out over the residents of Hope County. The real woman approached and stroked her fingers along the contours of her tribute, then turned to look at her guests.

      ‘The hour is late, and you haven’t eaten,’ she said, making no mention of the statue. ‘My followers will bring your meal shortly, but for now I must speak with Maddox alone.’

      ‘I’m coming with you,’ said Cece. Her fingers twitched towards her shotgun.

      ‘No you won’t, Cecilia,’ said Cage. ‘Wait here with the others.’

      Cece huffed, but conceded. Hope waved her hand towards a small building behind the statue and, together, she and Cage walked away. I looked at the group. Gail watched her father. Corser and the other two men eyed the statue, but made no attempt to follow their leader. Instead, they dropped their bags at the feet of the statue and sat down. Cece scowled at me, and walked away to look out at the settlement below.

      I joined Corser and the others. He nodded at me as I sat down.

      ‘Stone, this is Turner and Davies,’ he said, pointing the two men in turn. They were both about the same age, which was to say mid-to-late forties, with hair as short as our daunting host. They nodded to me, but didn’t engage me in conversation.

      ‘What’s with this place?’ I asked, keeping my voice low in case anyone else overheard.

      ‘Like I said earlier, they’re hippy freaks, the lot of them,’ Corser snorted. ‘We shouldn’t have come here.’

      ‘They certainly don’t mind living rough,’ I said.

      ‘You wouldn’t either if you were high as a kite,’ said the man called Turner.

      ‘They’re high?’ I asked.

      ‘They started cooking the shit up when they were still with us,’ said Corser. ‘Some mixture of mushrooms local to these parts. It caused a lot of tension in the group. We had shit to do. You’ve got to have a level head at all times. They didn’t see it that way.’

      There was movement down in the camp. The flickering glow of a dozen flame-lit torches moved around, then started to ascend the mount. As they grew closer, I saw they were carrying food.

      ‘Lady Hope asks that you stay for food,’ said the woman at the head of the group. Her age was difficult to guess. The dirt and scratches that adorned her skin made her look much older than I guessed her to be. Like her leader, she kept her hair short, and her clothes threadbare. In her hands, she held what looked to be a freshly cooked hare on a skewer. She held the offering out to no one in particular.

      Gail took the leap. She took the meat in both hands, then bowed her head. The whole thing reminded me of ancient Japanese culture where respect was paramount. It felt oddly out of place in Montana. The woman took a step back, leaving Gail with the hare, and gestured to her people to bring the rest of the food. They did, placing an assortment of vegetables and other animals at our feet on what looked to be kiln-baked plates. A man that could have been my age, or somewhere within a ten-year ballpark stepped up to me and handed me a plate. On it were peas still in their pods, carrots and leeks. I took the plate and nodded to him, but he was already walking away.

      Nobody spoke or moved until the Hope County citizens had retreated back down the mount. I looked around at the others, waiting for some kind of cue. Cece was the one to offer it.

      ‘Throw it all away,’ she hissed. ‘We will not eat their food.’

      ‘Cecilia, we're all starving,’ sighed Corser. ‘I'm not throwing away perfectly good meat because you've got a grudge.’

      ‘And what if they have poisoned it?’ she snapped. ‘They have done worse before. Now is the perfect opportunity for it. We could be dead by the morning.’

      ‘I'll risk death for a full stomach,’ said Turner. He bent down and tore off a cooked hare leg and stuffed it into his mouth. Cece seethed with rage as he chewed. ‘It tastes good enough to me,’ he said with a full mouth.

      Gail giggled, and followed suit, which was enough for the group to tuck in. I picked up a carrot off the plate and bit into it. It tasted of dirt, but I couldn't taste any signs of poison. The only thing suspicious was how a group of primitive denizens like these could grow vegetables in the middle of winter.

      But questioning the origin of the meal did little to stop the group from devouring most of it. Eventually, Cece decided that hungry belligerence wasn’t worth the effort. Out of the corner of my eye, I watched her pick the meat off one of the hares, and clean off a plate of potatoes. Only once every last member had had their fill did Cage return.

      He looked tired. The kind of exhaustion you get from a tedious conversation, or a dull, repetitive task. Cece hustled over, and the pair shared a quiet, brief conversation, but whatever she quizzed him on, he deemed prevalent for the whole group. He walked over and surveyed the empty plates stacked in a pile beside Gail. He took a knee beside his daughter, and with a subtle wave of the hand, ushered us close.

      ‘Good meal?’ he asked when we were all in range.

      ‘I suspected a trap,’ Cece snarled, ‘but the others were too gullible. For all we know, they could be poisoned.’

      ‘I seem to remember seeing you eating too, Cecilia,’ said Corser.

      Cece scowled, but Cage raised a hand before she could reply.

      ‘The food ain’t tainted,’ he said. ‘We don’t need to worry about that.’

      ‘How did it go with Hope?’ I asked.

      ‘She claims they had nothing to do with the attack,’ said Cage. ‘Now, there’s saying and there’s believing, but my gut instinct tells me they’re kosher. They ain’t got the tools or equipment to hit us where we live. They only managed it last time because they were residents. And I find it hard to believe they’ve got the motive. We aren’t their problem anymore.’

      ‘Was that why we came here?’ Asked Turner.

      ‘We needed to be certain, and now I believe we are,’ said Cage. ‘And besides, these people were ours once upon a time. It’s good to know they’re still doing well.’

      Cece exhaled like a bull. Cage clapped his mammoth hand on her shoulder.

      ‘Having a team meeting?’ Called Hope. I looked up and saw her close by. Much too close for normal. Usually, the Wolf picked up on people approaching, but she had snuck up on the both of us. Her presence surprised Cage too, who stood abruptly and looked at her.

      ‘Hope,’ he said. ‘I didn’t see you there.’

      ‘I’m sorry to have spooked you, Maddox. But I was hoping to speak to your newcomer, if that would be alright with you?’

      She looked at me and smiled again. In the darkness, her teeth were barely visible. It was not a flattering look.

      ‘Of course you can,’ Cage barked. ‘Stone, that okay with you?’

      ‘Sure,’ I said with a shrug.

      Hope bowed her head in the same way her followers had earlier, and turned back in the direction she had come. I followed close behind, heading for the same building she and Cage had gone to earlier. Unlike the mud huts, the building was built in a design closer to that found in Second Solace. The walls and roof supports had been built from huge slabs of timber, with a thick coat of moss covering the top. Inside, a small fire had been built to give the building a cosy, intimate feel. Hope sat down on one side of the fire, and gestured for me to take up the spot opposite.

      ‘I’m glad you agreed to speak with me,’ she said as I sat down.

      ‘I’m glad you didn’t murder us all on sight,’ I replied, instantly regretting it.

      ‘I would never murder innocent people,’ Hope replied.

      ‘I didn’t mean that you would. Sorry, I get weird around people who build statues of themselves.’

      She gave me the kind of smile you give when someone’s baby accidentally vomits down your arm and you try not to care about it.

      ‘I trust Maddox didn’t tell you about our relationship?’ she asked.

      ‘Only that you used to live at Second Solace and had a bit of a falling out.’

      ‘Our relationship is more complicated than that. For example, did you know that I am Gail’s mother?’

      ‘I didn’t,’ I said, feeling truly taken aback by the news. Gail and Hope looked nothing alike. But then, Gail and Maddox didn’t either.

      ‘It is one of the reasons Maddox and I decided to create a new life,’ she said. ‘Gail was only a baby when we moved to Second Solace. It is all she has really known.’

      ‘Well, what a life it must have been,’ I said. ‘It’s such a lovely place.’

      ‘Her life could have been better, but I am not here to discuss that. She is free to make her own decision on where she chooses to live.’

      ‘Then what did you want to discuss?’ I asked.

      ‘Maddox tells me you arrived with his people just a few days ago. He tells me you are currently living with my daughter. I know the circumstances may not be conventional, but you are the first man to live with her, besides Maddox. I wanted to get to know you.’

      ‘If you're asking my intentions, I'll save you the worry. I'm married.’

      ‘Then where is your wife?’

      Illegally held by the FBI until I murder your ex-partner.

      ‘It's complicated,’ I said.

      ‘Complicated,’ she mused. ‘Maddox said you had a complicated past. It would appear you are quite the troublemaker.’

      ‘I could say the same about you.’

      There was a flicker in her eyes. The embers of a long-dormant fire glowing. She didn't like her ego challenged.

      ‘My past is my own, as is yours,’ she sniffed. ‘But you mistook the intentions of my earlier question. I want to know the man sitting before me. Not the legend that follows you like a shadow. When Maddox and I started on our journey together, we did so with a common interest. And while our paths may have split, our goal is still the same. We wish to create a better society. The one you come from, it is dirty, it is sullied. It cannot be allowed to continue unchecked. It shall beget a race of detritus. Our goal, just as it has always been, is to uphold our former glory so that humanity as a whole can continue. It is a goal Maddox and I are very passionate about, and it is imperative that you - or anyone who joins the fight - believes in this, and is willing to sacrifice everything for it.’

      ‘You want to know if I would die for Cage's cause?’ I asked.

      ‘For the right cause,’ Hope insisted. ‘I want to know how far you would go for the greater good.’

      ‘The greater good,’ snarled the Wolf. ‘How many times has that been thrown in our faces?’

      I didn't respond right away. Instead, I looked deep into the eyes of the woman before me. The Wolf stalked around her, silently watching, silently judging. Eventually, I spoke.

      ‘I've seen a lot this world has to offer. I've seen a lot of the good, and a lot of the bad. But most of all I've seen a lot of the grey in between. Truth is, I'm not sure I know what I believe in anymore. What this world wants you to trust, I've seen its darkest side. The side no one wants to believe is true. But it's there, and it's worse than anything I've seen from the criminals of this world. Humanity is dark. People are fucked up. Too many people couldn't give a damn what happens to the rest of us, so long as they can earn their pay and blindly ignore the fire outside their windows.’

      ‘It sounds like you agree with us,’ said Hope.

      ‘To an extent. And I agree more with Cage than with you. No offence, but this whole caveman show feels ridiculous. Humanity is better than this. We evolved past this stage. And while you could say we've gone too far as a species, I don't think the answer is to pretend like we can turn back the clocks. It's no different to the rest of the world. Same fire in the window. You can't ignore it all. At least Cage knows there's a line to walk. Whether he's following it flawlessly, I couldn't say. I haven't been around long enough to judge that.’

      ‘Staged?’ Hope asked.

      ‘The mud huts and torn rags. Why live like that when you could have a better life? I don't believe you're following the line either. You've got vegetables at this point in the year, and they're fresh. You want to explain that?’

      She shook her head.

      ‘Exactly,’ I said. ‘You've tainted the dream as much as Cage has. I don't blame you. No way in hell I'd want to starve myself when there's a supermarket down the road. But I would embrace it. Life is easier now than it used to be, and there are plenty of benefits to that to go along with the negatives.’

      ‘Then tell me, James. From what you've seen so far, would you adopt this lifestyle? Would you live it? Would you bleed it?’

      ‘I don't know. I haven't tried it enough yet. Like I said, there are pros and cons.’

      Hope exhaled loudly and pursed together her thin lips.

      ‘Very well,’ she said. ‘Perhaps I have misjudged you. You may go back to your group. I’ve told Maddox you may stay the night, but in the morning you will have to leave.’

      She got to her feet to show me out, but I stayed put.

      ‘Actually, I have some questions of my own,’ I said. ‘So I think I’ll stay here a little longer.’
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      Hope didn’t move. Her face looked gaunt in the light of the fire, like all the skin and muscles on her face had been removed, leaving only the skull behind. She towered over the flames like a beast from hell. I stayed sat. Feet planted out in front of me, enjoying the heat of the fire.

      ‘It’s only fair, don’t you think?’ I said. ‘You asked me some questions, I’d like the same courtesy.’

      ‘Have I not offered you courtesy enough by letting you stay here?’ She asked. There was unmistakable hostility in her voice. Not used to not getting her own way.

      ‘You have, but I’d have to ask if this land is yours to dictate upon?’

      ‘Nobody should own land,’ she sniffed. ‘It is not ours to claim.’

      ‘I’ll take that as a no then, so if you don’t mind, I’ll be asking you some questions now.’

      Slowly, Hope retook her position by the fire. The way she held herself was stiff. Tense. Defensive.

      ‘By all means, ask away.’ She hissed.

      ‘I’d like to know what happened between you and Cage that made you decide you couldn’t stay at Second Solace.’

      ‘That is a personal matter between him and I.’

      ‘Personal enough to upheave the lives of your followers?’

      Hope’s eyes narrowed across the room.

      ‘He wanted more,’ she said. ‘More than he had any right to.’

      ‘More?’

      ‘He didn’t to begin with. The others, they fed his appetite until it was all he could think of. Second Solace was always about one thing, and one thing only. He tried to make it more than that. He wanted to transform it into its own state. He didn’t want to be equal with the rest of America, he wanted to be more than it.’

      ‘How did he plan on doing that?’ I asked.

      ‘By listening to the dreams of fools and believing in their tricks,’ she scoffed. ‘Especially those closest to him.’

      ‘Like Fenwick?’

      ‘That old cretin. He's still alive, is he?’

      ‘Not a fan?’

      ‘He got into the project for the wrong reasons. I understand his part in it all - he had the money we needed to get the project going. But from his perspective, it was never about creating a new, sustainable future for humanity. He just needed somewhere to funnel all his ill-gotten gains. That association of his is a lie. He is, and will always be, part of the problem.’

      ‘What do you know about the association?’ I asked.

      Hope's eyes narrowed once more.

      ‘What business is that of yours?’

      ‘Just trying to get a feel for the guy. You've got to admit, he's the odd one out of the team, what with him being one hundred and ninety years old.’

      That got a smile out of her, exactly as I'd intended.

      ‘We had meetings at his headquarters before we got started,’ she said. ‘I saw things. Projects he was working on. He had his hand in many pies, and very few of them were savoury. But to give him a little credit, he abandoned the whole thing and joined Second Solace with the money he had accrued. We wouldn't be where we are without him.’

      ‘What was his reason for joining?’ I asked.

      ‘You'd have to ask him. He never went into it, and we didn't want to spook him out by making him question those decisions.’

      ‘How come he didn't decide to join you here?’

      ‘Because he never believed in it. None of it. He just wants control, and Second Solace was the best place for it. It fuelled his agenda, and that was the polar opposite of my desires.’

      ‘Okay,' I said. ‘Two more questions, if you’ll entertain me?’

      She didn't reply. Nor did she seem offended by the prospect, so I continued.

      ‘How well did you know Cece?’

      ‘Who?’

      ‘Cecilia. The woman who follows Cage around like a dog.’

      ‘Ah yes,’ she said with a knowing smile. ‘Cecilia. She is quite the enigma. Her presence in Second Solace never felt genuine, if you ask me.’

      ‘I had the same thought. Was she in charge of the bunker while you were there?’

      ‘The bunker was derelict when I left,’ she said. ‘Maddox had plans to restore it some day. He must have found time over the last decade to achieve that.’

      ‘What plans did he have for it?’

      ‘This and that,’ she said. ‘I believe he wanted it for an outpost in the event that the Government tried to reclaim the land. It was to be his last defence.’

      ‘A bunker isn't going to stop an army,’ I said. ‘He must have had plans for something else?’

      Which was a step too far. Once more, Hope recoiled like a snake and glared at me.

      ‘Whatever it is you seek, you won't find it from me.’ She said. ‘I may not agree with Maddox anymore, but I will not turn traitor to his vision. Whatever you are trying to do, I suggest you stop before it gets you killed.’

      ‘Is that a threat?’

      ‘It is a warning. Maddox is a powerful man, and he will not surrender Second Solace to you or anyone. He would rather die. It is the reason I fell in love with the man so many years ago. And it is the reason I made the decision to leave.’

      She stood up once more, this time with more power in her stance.

      ‘I think it's time you returned to Maddox and the others,’ she snapped.

      ‘I still have one more question.’

      ‘Then it will have to go unanswered. Such is the way of life.’

      I got to my feet and left. Didn't shake her hand, smile or say goodbye, regardless of the enormous faux pas on my English sensibilities. She didn't follow me. I walked back to the group in silence, thinking about the conversation.

      The dynamic had shifted from dining to resting. The plates had been taken away, replaced by a series of small canopies, under which Cage and the rest of the group sat around. Unlike the canopies I'd seen at garden parties back home, the material used for these were made from animal hide, maybe a deer or elk. I found a spot near Turner and sat down. Cage looked up at me.

      'Good talk?' He asked.

      'We mostly just talked about food,' I said. 'I told her I'm partial to a bit of grapefruit.'

      Cage’s eyes narrowed, and Gail sniggered. I looked around and spotted what was destined to be our sleeping apparatus for the night. Pillows and blankets made from the same stuff as the canopy. Must be a couple dozen deer or elk wandering around without their skin. I took one of the pillows and squeezed it to test my theory. It felt about right. I checked inside. Human hair. That's where it went then.

      Conversation was light for the rest of the evening. The temperature dropped, so Turner and Corser went off to gather up firewood, and before long we had the warmth of a roaring fire to warm our cockles. Down in the County of Hope, I watched distant figures retreat into their huts, and decided I’d do the same. I found myself a spot under the canopy that looked to be the smoothest and settled down. My angle meant I was going to have one hell of a sunrise, so long as I made it to the morning without getting my throat slit. I tucked the blanket around me and shut my eyes.

      Sleep didn’t come straight away, not like the night before. I heard Corser arrange three hour night watches with Turner and Davies, each of them taking a shift. Corser was up first, which gave me some comfort at least. One less person trying to murder me in my sleep… probably.

      After everyone had settled down for the night, the claws of sleep dug themselves into my conscious and dragged it away, leaving me with the nightmares that haunted my nights. The usual faces made an appearance. Sophie, Nicole, Salazar and Fadhil all drifted in and out of my dreams. But whatever their purpose for that night, I was unable to remember as the morning came.

      I opened my eyes, expecting to see the wonderful spectacle of the rising sun, but instead I was met with darkness. Time had passed, but how much I was unsure. There was a stillness to the world found only in the early hours, and I was ready to let it soothe me back to sleep when I sensed disruption.

      I shifted around to see if it was Turner or Davies on guard, but I spotted both passed out at the edge of the canopy. Corser too was out cold, his head tilted towards me. I could see Cage and Gail too, both asleep.

      But not Cece.

      I sat up carefully and looked around for her. But she wasn’t there. Wasn’t anywhere in sight. I peeled off my blanket and rearranged it so the space looked like, at first glance, someone was still hidden underneath it. Then, as quietly as I could, I got to my feet and took a slow, steady lap of the campsite. I tried to make it look like I was restless. I stretched out my arms and legs and rolled my head around on my neck. A small performance for an unseen audience. All the while, I looked around, searching the ever-reaching darkness for a woman who hated my guts.

      But after my first lap, I couldn’t see anyone. So I went for another lap, this time wider and longer. I walked a little way down the hill towards the huts, then into the neighbouring trees, and back up. I skirted around the building Hope and I had talked in, which was when I saw her.

      She had her back up against the wall of the hut so that no one could sneak up behind her, which was a smart move given what I was doing, but it was completely useless, as she had her face buried in the light of her mobile phone. The glare of the screen lit up her face like a circus attraction. I froze on the spot to not disturb her peripheral vision.

      She was reading something on the screen. Even at a distance, I could see her eyes flickering side to side, and saw her mouth move slightly as she read the message out in her mind. The anger that was usually so prominent on her face, had been replaced by a mix of confusion and annoyance. Her thumbs tapped frantically at the buttons as she typed out a response, and I used the distraction to edge behind the closest tree.

      She stayed there for several minutes, occasionally looking up and scanning her surroundings. But her night vision was shot to shit. I could have stood a couple feet in front of her without her knowing, so long as she kept looking back down at the screen. Finally, she switched off the phone and pushed it into her trouser pocket.

      She didn’t move straight away. Quite like when she had looked directly at me in the bunker, her eyes lingered on something ahead of her. I felt it too. Movement in the trees off to my right. I looked around, but my eyes couldn’t focus on anything definite. Yet I was certain we were not alone.

      I drifted back into the trees and hustled away.  I didn’t want to attract more attention from whoever was out there watching. Was it Hope, or one of her followers? Or was it someone else? But I didn’t go back to bed. Not right away. Part of me wanted to. It saw the intrinsic value in not getting caught snooping around and being uncovered as an FBI spy, but the other part of me wanted answers. Nothing ventured, nothing gained. That was practically my mantra now. I should get a tattoo of it on my damn arm.

      I kept to the trees and moved quietly around our little encampment, back down the hill. If anyone spotted me, I could shrug it off as a restless man stretching the old legs. It could work. Could also lead to a bullet in the head.

      The more I observed the settlement, the better idea I had for the lay of the land. The clearing was vaguely shaped like a triangle, with the top angle up at Queen Hope’s statue, and the base spreading out across the settlement. I could spy several campfires burning low, their embers warm and appetising. I could make out just a couple of stragglers still up and about, but I couldn’t be sure there weren’t loads more. Maybe they were watching me snoop around. It wouldn’t, after all, be the first time.

      Yet neither the Wolf nor I could feel their eyes upon us, so we continued unabashed. As the settlement drew close, I pressed myself up against the trunk of a large pine tree on the edge of the forest, and looked around. No point going shelter to shelter, knocking on what constitutes for a door around these parts, and asking to see what they’ve got hidden. I needed proof. I needed a plan.

      Most of the shelters I could see were no bigger than a garden shed and, were I to hazard a guess, contained up to a half dozen sleeping hostiles a piece. Not exactly a roomy getup. Unless they had burrowed underground to flesh out their most ideal architectural dreams, I guessed they did most of their household chores outside the house. Unless I’d read the situation completely wrong, they’d have to prepare their meals elsewhere. A communal space. And why run the risk of cooking breakfast out in the open amidst a torrential downpour? A wise community would cook indoors.

      It also, theoretically, had to be some place big enough to host a large number all at once. No one wants to wait until the food goes cold because they had to wait for Maggie and Derek to finish their conversation on table two. Besides, it was a morale thing. Even the greatest of groups could grow grumpy. Keep the spirits of your troops high with a hearty group meal. That was Leadership 101.

      So with all that in mind, I kept my eyes peeled for a mess hall. There was only one building I could see that fit the bill, and it was all the way slap bang in the middle of the settlement. Typical. Getting there would be a problem.

      What worked in my favour was how close together each of the huts were, and how haphazardly they had been positioned, like soldier tents on the cusp of battle in some medieval war. Getting a clean line of sight on me would be difficult, but by the same logic, every twist and turn I made could put me right in front of a patrolling guard. High risk, all for a gamble.

      I crossed from the trees to the closest hut without taking an arrow to the back, and crouched low. Just like out on the minefield, each step could be my last. Some huts I passed emitted the faint sounds of slumber. From others I could hear hushed conversation.

      Then, up ahead, I saw a figure. The small, slender physique of a woman. Slung over her shoulder was a large hunting bow, with a sheathe of arrows hanging next to it. She was talking quietly, and as I inched closer, I saw the recipients. A group of six similarly clad men and woman huddled around the dying remnants of a campfire. While none immediately spotted me, I knew it was only a matter of time, so I retreated deeper and skirted around to the left.

      Which presented an even greater problem. A guard was walking right towards me. He had his head titled left, eyeing the tantalising glow of warm embers, which gave me a brief window to slip behind the closest hut. I managed to find cover just as the guard returned his eyes to the track, and I squeezed into a small recess, hidden in the shadows.

      ‘He saw you,’ snarled the Wolf in my ear.

      ‘He didn’t. You’re being paranoid,’ I whispered back to myself.

      In the silence of night, I could hear the gentle squelch of feet on sodden earth. Heading our direction.

      ‘He didn’t see me,’ I insisted.

      ‘You willing to bet your life on that?’

      The guard couldn’t be more than a couple of metres away.

      ‘Move, now!’ hastened the Wolf.

      I did. Slithering out of the recess, I picked a different hut and darted for it. The entrance was facing me, and all inside was dark and still. I stepped just over the threshold so the darkness shrouded me, but not enough to disturb those sleeping. I turned just in time to see the guard round the corner and look at the gap I’d just vacated.

      ‘I told you,’ hissed the Wolf.

      The guard looked around for a moment. His manner was relaxed and uninterested, and after a couple of seconds he moved back to his patrol without the worry that an intruder was having an anxiety attack mere feet from him. I waited until the moment he was out of sight, then I moved, fast and low for the mess hall.

      I spotted only a couple of guards as I slipped between the huts on my way to the hall, but none were close enough or sharp enough to put me in jeopardy. Like the surrounding huts, the hall had been built from the surrounding land. Shaped like a triangular prism, large wooden beams supported a tapestry of interwoven branches and thatch. Unlike the smaller huts, this building was so hip, it had its own door and, after checking no one was watching me, I pushed it open and squeezed inside.

      The room inside was cold and dark. The compact vegetation lining the roof gave the room a stuffy, claustrophobic feel like a tomb, but I bet that in the height of meal time, the vibe was far from macabre. Two long, narrow tables crafted from the trunk of a tall tree ran the length of the place, with a multitude of smaller benches tucked underneath. The floor under my boots was packed so tight that it was as solid and barren as a tiled floor.

      I walked between the benches towards the far end where high wooden counters separated the kitchen and living area. I could picture the place, crammed tight with settlers, the smell of a freshly cooked meal ripe in the air. I bet it would be quite the atmosphere. But for now, it was as still as the dead.

      I moved around the counter and looked around. It looked kosher enough. A large fire pit occupied most of the space, with a spit propped up over the coals. Beneath the counter were stacks of whittled bowls, just like those our meal had been served on. No utensils. No stoves or ovens or porcelain sinks. Only a couple of hobbled copper pots were the only signs of anything dating back to the last millennium. Everything else was prehistoric.

      But it didn’t feel right. It felt excessively draconian. There was a reason people didn’t live so long back in the day when this was the norm. Yet I’d seen more than a couple of people wandering about Hope County that were reaching retirement age. People that, by their own laws and lifestyles, should have died long ago from pneumonia or salmonella brought on by harsh conditions and dirty dishes. These people weren’t stupid. They were fit and healthy and smart. You can’t blindside yourself to the benefits of human ingenuity just because you don’t like the overall outcome. There were better ways to combat The Behavioural Sink than by subjecting the people who agree with you to a slow and painful death. We are neanderthals no longer.

      Was it just what they wanted me to see? A theatrical presentation to distract me from the real deal? I tried to look at the room differently, from the viewpoint of someone that knows its secrets. I checked under the tables, felt around under the counters lest something was hidden beneath. I even checked the thatched roof, but there was nothing.

      Maybe I was wrong. Maybe Hope and her band of sylvan supporters weren’t involved in Second Solace politics. Maybe I’d risked Sophie’s life for nothing. If they weren’t involved, I’d have to admit it to Cage, and face the disappointment that would follow. If he lost his trust in me, he might change his mind about using me to sniff out his mole. And if that happened, gone were the days of clandestine, one-on-one meetings alone in his office. Gone was the chance to kill him unseen.

      I looked down at the fire pit and swore. I’d screwed up, again. Another goddamn time. Just like I did in Afghanistan, or England, or Bruges, or France, or everywhere I went. I kicked a lump of coal that had fallen out of the pit. It bounced against another block, and hit the dirt with a clang.

      A clang.

      Since when did dirt clang?

      With my borrowed boot, I cleared the coals aside and looked down. There, underneath a layer of soot, was something smooth. It looked like a sheet of metal. Maybe to keep the heat from the fire going. Or maybe it was something more.

      I got down on my knees and cleared the debris with my hands. The object was definitely metallic. I found a corner buried in the ground and worked my fingers around it. I heaved, but it was still too deep down. I found another corner, and another, digging out the dirt as I moved. Then, with both hands, I hauled the object free. It weighed a tonne, but it came up soon enough.

      It wasn’t a sheet.

      I was a box.
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      The return journey to the camp took longer, largely due to the fact that I now, more than ever, could not risk being caught. Each step I took had an added level of caution and calculation.

      I stopped short of the camp and surveyed the camp from the trees. So long as Cece wasn’t on guard, I figured I could rely on the others not ratting me out for my nighttime wanderings. But the more I looked, not only could I not see anyone on guard, but I couldn’t see Cece. Was she out searching the woods for me, or had she not yet returned from her secret affairs?

      I crossed the clearing back to camp and lay down under my blanket. Corser, Turner and Davies were all still out, slumped in the same positions as before. Cage had rolled onto his side, and Gail had shuffled around in her sleep so that her head was only about a foot away from my pillow. Her light hair fell messily down across her face in a way that sent an unexpected jolt through my chest. Her blanket had fallen down to her hips, so as gently as I could, I pulled it back up over her shoulders.

      I didn’t go to sleep. Not with Cece still out there. I figured it would take her a minute or so to head back to camp, and then I’d see what she did next.

      I was wrong.

      The first fingers of dawn had crept up over distant mountains when finally she returned. At first, I thought she would stay up and keep guard, but I was surprised to see she lay down near Cage like nothing had happened. Whether she actually went to sleep, I didn’t know, so I decided not to chance it either.

      Instead, I lay and watched the warm, welcoming glow of dawn stretch up over the horizon. I was bang on the money. It was one of the most breathtaking views I’d ever seen. No wonder Hope had picked this little spot of paradise as the location for her county.

      Shortly after light found its way into the valley, I saw the citizens of Hope County stir. A group of men armed with bows and spears set out into the forest for their morning hunt while women prepared their children for the new day. It was close to another hour before the band of Second Solacers awoke. Corser was first, followed promptly by Turner as he kicked him in the shin for falling asleep on watch. Cage and Gail were close behind, as was Cece. She rubbed the sleep from her eyes with all the theatrics of a broadway actress and got to her feet. I looked down and caught Gail watching me.

      ‘Good sleep?’ she asked.

      ‘Not bad, all things considered,’ I said. ‘At least it didn’t snow on us.’

      She giggled and got up with her blanket wrapped around her.

      ‘I’m starving,’ she said. ‘Is there any leftover food from last night?’

      ‘We can eat on the drive home,’ said Cage. ‘We shouldn’t overstay our welcome.’

      Gail bowed her head, but said nothing in response. We got up and packed up our belongings in silence, letting the calm of dawn linger for as long as possible. When the canopy was dismantled, Hope appeared with some of her followers in tow.

      ‘I trust you are leaving?’ she said. There was no warmth to her tone.

      ‘Just packing up the last of our things,’ said Cage. ‘We won’t be long. Thank you for letting us rest here.’

      ‘It is the least I could do,’ she replied before looking at her daughter. ‘Gail, I was wondering if you could spare a moment?’

      ‘Sure,’ she said after a pause long enough to let everyone know her true feelings, and the pair walked side-by-side back towards the hut. I watched them go. Mother and daughter. Gail didn’t look comfortable.

      They were gone for nearly ten minutes, during which time we finished off the rest of our preparations, by which I mean Corser, Turner and Davies packed their bags, Cece did a brief morning workout, and Cage stared wistfully into the sunrise. I hung back and listened to the Wolf.

      ‘We’re running out of time,’ he hissed in my ear.

      ‘I know.’

      ‘What are we going to do?’

      ‘I don’t know.’

      ‘We need a plan for when we get back,’ he said. ‘Think about our objectives.’

      ‘I am, and I’m still drawing a blank.’

      ‘We need to get back to the bunker,’ he insisted. ‘If we can find out what it is they’re doing down there, that might buy us some time.’

      ‘If we have time left to buy.’

      ‘Stop being so negative and think about this practically,’ he barked. ‘That guy on the phone got our message, which means Whyte and Miles did too. We can’t go thinking about this any other way. So when we get back, we head straight to the bunker while Cece is distracted with the return. Agent Noble has to be down there. So does Al-Assad, and anything he’s working on.’

      Gail reappeared from the hut alone.

      ‘We’ll talk about this later,’ I said to the Wolf, and headed back to rejoin the group.

      ‘Hope told me to say she won’t be joining us for our departure,’ said Gail as she approached. ‘She wanted to thank everyone for coming, and hopes we have a safe journey home.’

      Cece snorted.

      ‘Then we go,’ said Cage. ‘We’re burning daylight waiting around.’

      He nodded to Corser, and set off back down the hill. Hope’s followers watched us as we walked by. No one spoke, and as we headed back into the trees, I could sense their presence lacking. We weren’t their problem anymore.

      We were back at the car within the hour. Corser opened up the Humvee and hauled his bag and weapon up in the back. Davies and Turner did the same.

      ‘Corser,’ said Cage. ‘You and Stone are with me. The rest of you take the second Humvee.’

      ‘I will not leave you with that sn-’ started Cece, but Cage cut her off.

      ‘Stone ain’t going to cut my throat, don’t worry. And even if he tries anything, Corser will snap him in half, won’t you Corser?’

      Corser nodded.

      ‘See?’ said Cage. ‘Nothing to worry about.’

      Cece huffed, but didn’t object. Instead, she climbed into the passenger seat of the second Humvee and slammed the door behind her. Gail looked at Cage.

      ‘You too, sweetie,’ he said to his daughter.

      Gail gave her father a sheepish look, like a child told to go sit with a group of people they don’t know. I looked at the pair. Their relationship felt like it was locked in the past. Gail calling him daddy, it was weird, like she was a child trapped in a world of adults. Maybe that was the curse of growing up in Second Solace. It robbed her of a normal childhood.

      Gail nodded and climbed into the second Humvee with Davies and Turner, leaving Corser with me and Cage. Cage got into the driver seat, with Corser alongside him. I got in the back and stretched out across the leather.

      ‘I got your code,’ said Cage as he fired up the engine. ‘Your safe word. I think it’s about time the three of us talked.’

      Corser looked at Cage, then at me. His face scrunched up like a toddler.

      ‘What safe word?’ he asked.

      ‘Corser tells me you let him in on what we’re doing here. I take it this means you trust Corser isn’t responsible?’ asked Cage.

      ‘He saved my life twice, and if you trust him, then I do too.’

      ‘What safe word?’ Corser asked again.

      ‘Grapefruit,’ I said.

      Corser stared blankly at me.

      ‘Stone told me his safe word was grapefruit after Westaway tried to kill him,’ said Cage. ‘That was smart. He doesn’t want anyone else knowing what was said. Am I right, Stone?’

      I nodded.

      ‘Why were you talking about safe words in the first place?’ Corser asked.

      ‘I was being sarcastic,’ I said. ‘Someone just tried to kill me, and I’ve come to learn that’s my natural reaction to it. Like a way of deflecting the fear of having people try to murder me. Call me crazy, but it’s kept me out the looney bin so far. I mentioned it again after my lovely conversation with Hope.’

      ‘What did you think of my charming ex-wife?’ Cage asked.

      ‘She could do with brushing her teeth once in a while, unless that’s all part of the act.’

      ‘You think she’s faking?’ asked Cage.

      ‘I know she is,’ I said. ‘I went for a little stroll last night while everyone was asleep. The meal they made for us was nice and all, but it was bullshit. It got me thinking. Using bows and arrows to kill your prey is one thing, but having fresh vegetables in the middle of winter takes a bit more twenty-first century knowhow. How do you guys do it?’

      ‘We have greenhouses and professional gardeners,’ said Corser.

      ‘Exactly. Hope doesn’t. Or at least, she’s trying to pretend she doesn’t. She wants to have her cake and eat it too. Did you see all the patches of flattened grass when we were walking up to our little camp? They’ve been busy. I think we surprised them, coming up here unannounced. They didn’t have much time to put on a show. I wanted to go and check out their kitchen situation.’

      ‘And?’ said Cage.

      ‘And at first glance, they look as kosher as they come.’ I said. ‘But they’re not, because you don’t survive this kind of lifestyle for long. Not without a couple of twenty-first century toys. I found a box hidden underneath their fire pit. They’d covered it over with coal. No one should have found it. But I did.’

      ‘What was inside?’ asked Cage.

      ‘Mobile phones,’ I said. ‘Eight of them. All charged and ready to go.’

      ‘You’re kidding me,’ said Cage.

      ‘Quite a marvel for a bunch of neanderthals to have stumbled across cellular technology,’ I replied. ‘It explains how they managed to send someone out to intercept Corser, at least.’

      ‘If it was them,’ said Cage.

      Still not convinced.

      ‘The guy that attacked you, what can you tell me about him?’ I asked Corser.

      ‘He was young, maybe ten years my junior,’ said Corser. ‘Not a competent killer, and an even worse fighter. He used a Heckler and Koch PSG1 with a sound suppressor attached to the front, which tells you everything you need to know about him.’

      ‘Does it?’ I asked.

      ‘I favour the Barrett M90,’ he said. ‘American made, fifty caliber rifle. It’s an efficient rifle. I can get the job done with it, which is why I sprung for the newer model over the M82. I wanted the best, because if I need to shoot my target, you can damn well expect me to hit it.’

      Says the guy who missed two of the three shots, I thought

      ‘This guy, he used the PSG1. It’s German, which means either they paid through the nose to get it above board, or they paid through the nose to get it under the table. So this guy has money. So much so he thinks he’ll spring for the suppressor, which is another twelve-hundred bucks right there. Except this guy doesn’t know shit. Do you know how well a suppressor works on a sniper rifle?’

      I shook my head.

      ‘It ain’t worth shit,’ said Corser. ‘Imagine you have an AR-15. It’s a popular lightweight semi-automatic rifle that’s been around since the sixties. They’re a dime a dozen over here, because it’s an efficient weapon. But no one would say it’s quiet. If you worked it out in decibels, it’s probably around the one-sixty mark. Like being in a nightclub. You add a sound suppressor on the end of it, you’d expect it to make that sound as loud as a bird’s fart, right? Well it ain’t that simple. A sound suppressor does exactly what the name suggests. It doesn’t silence, it suppresses. So that AR-15 might drop by thirty decibels. Hearing damage starts around eighty decibels, give or take. So you’re still firing something doing almost twice that. And that’s only the AR-15. Apply that to a PSG1, and you must be smoking some powerful shit to think it’s going to make a difference to the noise. A rifle is a powerful weapon. It sounds like the God of Thunder coming down to kick your ass. Nothing can silence that shit. But adding a suppressor to a weapon affects the balance of the weapon. It makes it heavier, harder to aim. It makes it sloppy. You need to put in hundreds of hours on a rifle range to counter that, and this guy couldn’t hit me at a range of thirty meters with my ass on the ground.’

      ‘So he had more money than sense?’ I asked.

      ‘Exactly. He dressed the part and snuck up on me well enough, but when the chips started falling, he wasn’t worth shit. What kind of person has money to spare, but not hours to hone a skill?’

      ‘The kind that pretends like they’re living their life like a damn primate,’ snarled Cage.

      ‘But that’s only half the problem,’ I said, looking out the window at the blur of trees flying by the window. ‘If Hope and her people are in on it, that means whoever you have on the inside is even more of a problem than they were. They’ve got an army, and they aren’t afraid to use them.’

      ‘Shit,’ said Cage.

      ‘I need to get closer to the Dawson brothers, Fenwick and Cece,’ I said. ‘At least one of them is involved.’

      ‘I think you can scratch Fenwick off that list,’ said Cage. ‘I’ve been thinking about what happened the day we found out about your transport. I spent the rest of the afternoon with Fenwick discussing other matters. He wouldn’t have had time to send someone to intercept Corser.’

      ‘You sure about that?’ I asked. ‘How wide spread are Hope’s people? If she had someone even half the way there already, he could have waited hours before making the call.’

      Cage shook his head.

      ‘Not possible. Fenwick is an old soul. He joined me because he didn’t like the way the world was changing. He’s too old for new technologies like cell phones and emails. I don’t think I’ve seen him near a computer his whole life.’

      ‘Then for now, Fenwick is at the bottom of the list,’ I said. ‘But that still leaves Cece and the Dawson brothers.’

      ‘We should tell him what we saw last night,’ whispered the Wolf in my ear.

      He was right.

      ‘How much do you trust Cece?’ I asked.

      Cage shifted in his seat. Kept his eyes fixed on the sprawling road ahead.

      ‘With my life,’ he said, but there was something in his voice that told me he wasn’t convinced with his answer.

      ‘Last night while you were asleep, I saw her get up and send a message to someone,’ I said.

      ‘She could have been checking progress back at the base,’ Cage said.

      ‘In the middle of the night when no one is looking?’ I said. ‘If it was routine stuff, she could have done it at camp. She was gone for a couple of hours at least. I saw her texting, then I went and found Hope’s phone cache and got back to base before she did. And when she got back, she didn’t wake Davies or Turner. They were supposed to be on guard, right?’

      Corser nodded.

      ‘Exactly,’ I said. ‘Why wouldn’t she wake her soldiers up to stand guard if she didn’t already know there was nothing to fear at Hope County? I saw her texting someone, then I snuck back to camp and waited for her to get there, but she was still gone for a few hours. I think she was planning something with Hope’s people.’

      ‘Bullshit,’ barked Cage. ‘She wouldn’t do that to me. She saved my life when Hope rebelled. She’s on our side.’

      ‘She might have been once, but how can you be sure she is now?’ I asked.

      ‘He has a point, boss,’ said Corser.

      Cage snarled. His fingers squeezed the steering wheel until they turned white. His eyes flicked into his rear-view mirror.

      ‘And where the hell are they?’ he huffed. I turned around and saw nothing but empty road behind us, exactly where Cece’s Humvee should have been.

      ‘They were right behind us a minute ago,’ said Corser.

      ‘Don't they know the meaning of a convoy?’ Cage barked. ‘Get those assholes on the radio.’

      Corser pulled a walkie out of his backpack and squeezed the button.

      ‘This is team one,’ he said. ‘Team two, what's your position? Over.’

      There was a momentary crackle of static, then a response.

      ‘This is team two, we're having some car troubles at the moment. Over.’ It sounded like Davies. His voice filled the Humvee.

      ‘What's the situ? Over,’ asked Corser.

      ‘Blown tyre. Nothing to worry about. We'll be back on the road in five. Over.’

      ‘We'll pull up ahead and wait for you. Over.’

      ‘No need,’ said Davies. ‘We'll catch up with you. It'll only take a minute. Over.’

      ‘Goddamn it,’ growled Cage.

      ‘Okay, keep us updated,’ said Corser. ‘And next time, call ahead. Over.’

      ‘Will do boss. Over and out.’

      There was a moment of uncomfortable silence while Cage squeezed the steering wheel until it looked like it would burst.

      ‘Where are we with Jack and Carl?’ he growled. ‘They might still be the culprits.’

      ‘They might,’ I said. ‘But I’d bet money on them being tied into this with Cece.’

      ‘We can’t rule them out as damn hounds. Not without evidence.’ Cage snapped.

      I felt the Wolf stir in the back of my brain.

      ‘The same goes for Cece.’ I said. ‘We can’t rule her out either. Not when the evidence suggests-’

      ‘The evidence? What goddamn evidence?’ Cage shouted. He took his eyes off the road and fixed them on me in the rearview mirror. ‘You haven’t got shit. This is conjecture. All based on a grudge the two of you have with Cecilia. She’s had my back more times than I could count. So don’t come at me with all this bullshit without some solid proof.’

      The Wolf rose higher. I felt the heat of anger building inside.

      ‘What’s the deal with you and Cece?’ I snapped back. ‘Why are you blindly believing she can’t be responsible?’

      ‘Don’t call her Cece. Her name is Cecilia.’ Cage roared.

      ‘I’ll call her whatever the fuck I want to if she keeps calling me a snake.’

      ‘Then prove your worth and maybe she’ll change her mind about you.’

      ‘I’ll prove she wants to stab you in the back if you’d like? Or maybe I’ll just wait and let her do it to prove you’re a fucking idiot.’

      ‘How dare you speak to me like that!’ he shouted, his booming voice shaking through the car. ‘I give you an opportunity to have a new life, and you throw it back in my face!’

      I saw the flash just below the seething eyes of Maddox Cage from far off in the trees. Like a camera, or a flash grenade, it lasted the briefest of moments. I saw a cloud of light grey smoke appear in an instant.

      Then I saw something small hurtling towards us.

      ‘Boss!’ shouted Corser, but it was too late. The small object thumped into the road right in front of the Humvee and exploded. I felt the rush of heat and wind hit me, and felt the Humvee flip high into the air.

      Then everything went black.
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      Something trickled up my head. Not down. Up. The taste of blood was unmistakable. I opened my eyes. A combination of iron and fire flooded my nose, and an all too familiar noise filled my ears. Gunfire.

      I was still in the Humvee, but the rush of blood in my head told me we were upside down. The roof had crumpled down at the front, leaving only a slight gap where the windscreen had been to show me what I was facing. And it wasn’t good. The raging fire that spread across the hood looked strange upside down, but I was sure that fact only made it more deadly. I needed to get out fast.

      Up in the front, Cage and Corser were still. Their bodies crumpled up against the roof of the Humvee. Their skewed arms made them look like discarded puppets about to be caught up in a wicked flame.

      ‘Corser,’ I coughed. My lungs filled with the foul taste of smoke. ‘Wake up!’

      But he was as still as the dead, as was his boss. If either of them were alive, they wouldn’t last that way for long.

      My hands fumbled against the seat-belt clip. I jabbed at the release, but it was jammed in place. I tugged at the belt, trying to make even an inch of room to wiggle free. Nothing. And with the pressure of it holding me to the seat, I was trapped.

      ‘Cage, Corser, can you hear me?’

      Neither man replied. I couldn’t even see if they were breathing.

      But I saw something else.

      Hanging from Cage’s belt was his revolver. The polished grip dangled tantalisingly in my direction, teasing itself into my grasp, but it was just out of my reach.

      Outside the Humvee, the fire grew hotter.

      And the gunfire ceased.

      Which could only mean one thing.

      They were coming in for the kill.

      I pried at the seatbelt release again, desperate to break free. Nothing. The fire was getting brighter.

      ‘Damnit Corser, wake up,’ I shouted.

      He remained unhelpfully still. A deep cut on the side of his head was possibly all the evidence I needed to determine his fate. Past his limp body, through the raging flames, I could see someone approaching. All I could see were the legs, distorted by the heat and light between him and I. Hanging by his side, and glinting in the light of the midday sun was a rifle.

      Time was almost up.

      Then I remembered it. The blade. Westaway’s broken knife. Tucked away in my boot. Hidden for purposes just like this. I scrambled to bring my leg up - or in this case down - in reach and fumbled with the sole. I didn’t have time to spare. I worked the blade free.

      The slice of steel clattered down onto the roof of the Humvee. I grabbed it and went on the attack. The sharp blade made easy work of the belt, and in seconds I felt it loosen enough for me to get free. I crumpled down on my head and wiggled round onto my back. I reached out for the revolver and pulled it free. Pointed it at the window and fired.

      The bullet sent a cascade of glass fragments spinning out into the road. Without a moment’s hesitation, I crawled out of the wreckage, ignoring the sharp stabs of glass shards slicing into my back.

      As soon as my head was free, I spotted him. Clad in camouflaged clothing, and a balaclava hiding his face, the figure ran at me. In his hands was the assault rifle. It wasn’t aiming at me, but it would be soon. I swung the revolver around and pointed it at him and fired. The bullet caught him in the shoulder, but it wasn’t enough to stop him dead. He slowed and raised the rifle, but I had him beat. I fired again, this time getting him in the chest. He dropped the weapon and went down on his back.

      He wasn’t alone. Further away I counted another two, both running in my direction. And the chorus of gunfire had recommenced. Bullets ricocheted off the undercarriage of the Humvee, and peppered the surrounding road. How many people were out there?

      I didn’t have time to count. The dead man’s rifle was mere feet away. An AR-15, just like Corser had mentioned just minutes ago. I hauled myself out of the burning wreckage and pounced on the weapon like the life raft it most certainly was. Bullets smashed down around me, none of them hitting, all of them sending my mind into a chasm of panic. I raised the weapon and squeezed the trigger, firing blindly in the direction of the approaching enemies.

      Whether my bullets hit their mark, I didn’t know, but it achieved what I needed it to. It made them duck for cover. I turned back to the Humvee and tried the passenger door. The impact had caused it to buckle. But the window had smashed. I leaned inside and tried Corser’s seatbelt. I thumbed the catch, and two-hundred pounds of solid human dropped free.

      The impact kicked some life back into the dead man. I saw his eyes open, and heard him gasp for air. His wide eyes caught mine.

      ‘Get up, soldier,’ I shouted. I grasped at his shirt and heaved. He weighed a tonne. In his confusion, he kicked wildly like an upturned frog. It gave him a little momentum, and I was able to haul him free.

      By which time, the approaching hostiles had gone back on the offensive. With Corser lying spreadeagled across the road, I pinned myself against the Humvee, snatched up the rifle and fired again. This time, my bullets sailed true. I caught the guy on the left dead centre in his chest, and just like the man whose gun I had stolen, he dropped to the ground.

      But his partner was luckier. He fired back, spraying rounds into the Humvee, and forcing me to retreat. I retaliated with blind fire, which gave Corser enough time to get to his feet and leap into cover.

      ‘How many hostiles?’ he barked at me.

      I thrust the AR-15 at him.

      ‘How the hell should I know. Two less than before.’ I shouted. My ears rung from the barrage of guns and fire. Definitely more than eighty decibels. Definitely more hearing damage. I raised the revolver and fired at the nearest enemy. My bullet missed again.

      Corser pointed the AR-15 and fired six shots at the enemy. Each round precise and considered. The last bullet cut through the man’s balaclava, and sent a mist of blood exploding out the back of his head. Our ammo was limited. I checked the revolver. I had two rounds left. And I had no idea how many Corser had.

      ‘We need to get Cage out of here,’ shouted Corser. ‘Go, now. I’ll cover you.’

      I nodded and passed him the revolver, then I eased myself around to the passenger door once more. No way to get around to the driver side door without putting myself in the line of fire from an untold number of enemies. I ducked down, squeezed into the space Corser had occupied. The fire was hotter, louder, brighter. A ticking time bomb. If it caught the fuel tank, we were doomed.

      There couldn’t be more than a matter of seconds. The fire was too strong to see any other outcome. I squeezed deeper inside the wreckage. Cage was still. His eyes were closed. His left arm drooped against the roof. His right arm was tucked into the steering wheel. I tried the seatbelt clip. The metal was hot to the touch. Just like mine, it didn’t work. Just like mine, it trapped him there.

      Your mission, should you choose to accept it. Kill Maddox Cage.

      Those had been the words of Agent Miles. That was the mission. No better way to do it than right here. Fate was trying to do the job for me. I could get out, run away and let him burn in the inferno. No one would blame me.

      But there was something in me that couldn’t. I pictured his flesh bubbling and melting as the fire ravished him. No one should go through that. I pictured Gail, arriving on the scene to watch her father burn before her eyes. I couldn’t put her through that.

      With the snapped blade, I cut Cage’s belt, and watched the giant old man crumple. Just like Corser, I seized hold of his torso and tugged him. The fire was spreading. It licked at my arms, singeing the hairs. My skin burned as it rubbed against my heated clothes. I yanked Cage closer, but he didn’t budge. His arm was trapped. Fate wanted it to happen. I didn’t. I forced myself into the flames. Felt the heat invade my eyes and ears and throat. I gripped his arm and worked it free.

      Something latched onto my ankles, and before I could kick it loose, I was pulled free in one quick motion. I tried to resist. Wished the revolver was in reach to fire at my attacker, but as I emerged, I realised it was Corser. He pushed me aside and heaved his boss out of the wreckage.

      ‘We need to get out of here,’ he bellowed. ‘Grab an arm, we’ve got to get him to cover.’

      I seized Cage under his left arm and together we jacked the unconscious man up to his feet. Then we ran. The onslaught outside had not ceased. Nor had it lessened. As we moved for the trees, bullets whistled through the surrounding air, coming within inches of my head and torso. Cage weighed down on my exhausted shoulders, but I kept going.

      And not a moment too soon. As my feet left the tarmac and squelched down into the sodden, snow-drenched soil, I felt an unholy blaze cascade across my back. The explosion of the ruined Humvee deafened me, and the force of the shock wave was enough to send the three of us off our feet.

      I landed in the snow, and gasped for air. Corser was already scrambling to his feet.

      ‘We don’t have time. We have to move,’ he barked.

      And he was right. Our enemies were right on our tail. Unperturbed by the explosion, I could see seven men sprinting out of the forest opposite in our direction. All clad in camouflage gear and balaclavas. All armed with an assortment of assault rifles. All ready to kill.

      I scrambled to my feet and heaved Cage up and wrapped my arm under his shoulder. The sight of the approaching enemies spurred us onwards, and within seconds we were deep into the trees. The ground was uneven beneath our feet, and more than once I felt myself begin to fall. Every time, Corser stayed strong, and managed to keep the three of us from collapsing again.

      A staccato of rapid gunfire thundered through the thick forest. With each passing moment, they closed in, and it wouldn’t take long for one of them to hit their mark.

      ‘This is no use,’ I gasped. ‘We need to do something.’

      ‘We need to keep moving.’ Corser groaned.

      ‘They’ll kill us. We need to take the fight to them.’

      ‘We’re out of ammo and outnumbered. We need to keep moving.’

      I glanced behind me. The density of the trees was working in our favour. Our enemies flicked in and out of sight as they made their approach. There one moment. Gone the next.

      ‘I’ve got an idea,’ I breathed.

      Corser just grunted. He was beat. Cage was still out of it.

      Or dead.

      We kept moving. I needed the right spot for my plan to work. I found it a few seconds later. The ground dipped and rose like waves on a rough sea. I spotted a place big enough just off to the left.

      ‘Over here,’ I said, yanking Cage and Corser in my direction. I pointed at the spot, and dropped Cage as quickly as I could. I didn’t want to stop moving. Didn’t want to give them a target. Corser took the hint, and as soon as his boss hit the ground, he darted away in the opposite direction.

      Together, we were a large singular target. Separate, well, anything could happen.

      I tracked left, arching around as far as I dared. I kept myself low to the ground and moved deeper into the trees. I was grateful most of the snow had cleared. It made my approach faster and quieter, and made sure I wasn’t contrasted against it as I moved. Made my chances of success that bit better.

      The further I moved, the fewer bullets seemed to head in my direction. I spotted intermittent flashes of movement through the trees, but no one looked to be headed right for me. I couldn’t tell how many there were. Somewhere between five and ten. All heavily armed. One with a goddamn RPG, not that I expected that to make another appearance. One made enough of a statement. Two was overkill.

      I spotted a snapped branch nearby. It was about two foot long, and as wide as a stop sign post. It would do. I snatched it up and kept moving.

      Like a stone thrown high into the sky, I reached my pinnacle. The upward momentum died away, and gravity reached out to take hold. Except it wasn’t gravity that was bringing me back. It was anger.

      They had to be ahead of me now, running blindly through the thick trees towards an enemy that had changed tactics.

      I spotted one through the trees on my ten o’clock. Hopefully the guy was dragging his feet. I didn’t want someone else to spot me. I stalked him as quickly and quietly as I dared, closing the gap between us with every second. He too held an AR-15. A popular weapon for people trying to ruin my day. It didn’t help him much though.

      When I was close enough to smell the guy’s aftershave, I raised the branch high up in the air like I was playing whack-a-mole, and crept closer. Ten foot. Five foot. Three. I brought the branch down on the back of the guy’s head and heard more than just wood snap. The guy crumpled under his own misgivings. I snatched up his rifle and slung it over my shoulder. One down.

      Maybe nine or more to go. Not exactly great odds. But I’d survived worse, and I wasn’t in the mood for failure.

      I spotted three more hostiles up ahead. They were packed tightly together, like soldier sardines. With the AR-15 in my hands, I knew that the moment I opened fire, the game was going to change again. No more element of surprise. But something had to change, otherwise they were going to find Cage, or Corser, or me, and we’d be right back at square one, without the element of surprise.

      I checked the rifle over. The magazine was half-empty, or half-full, depending on your outlook for murder. All I needed were a few well-aimed shots to do the job. Half a magazine was enough.

      I kept moving, following the threesome while keeping an eye out for any other combatants. Corser was still out there. He was better at this stuff than me, or so I guessed. He could hold his own at least. If I opened fire, hopefully he was in a position to do the same.

      I lifted the rifle and got the nearest man in my sights, rested my finger on the trigger.

      And opened fire.

      Nine rounds in total. Broken down into short bursts of three, just like they taught in the army. The first three cut through the camouflage and balaclava like a hot knife through warm butter. Then came a quick adjustment. Just a second. Locked the second man in my sights, and three more bullets. He had begun to react to his buddy’s change in circumstances, which meant his three little presents caught him in the chest and throat.

      Another moment for adjustment. Another second ticked by. The final man had his weapon raised. Not right at me. Not yet. Three bullets sliced up through his gut and sent him down like a sack of potatoes.

      The forest lit up with gunfire. I managed to get behind a tree before bullets found me. Felt them ricochetting off the bark. I edged the weapon out of cover and tried blind-firing, but the weapon was too strong and my accuracy wasn’t worth shit.

      I edged out of cover and spotted three more men approaching. They knew where I was, and they knew what to do. The first stuck to the straight and narrow, weaving through the thick trees for cover.

      The others pincered out and tried to flank me on both sides, which put one in my line of sight, and one with a clear shot at my back. I fired at the one I could see and watched his face split in two. Then I ran.

      Bullets swarmed the air around me as I sprinted for better cover, but the angle of both gunmen made that a hard task. I used the packed forest to my advantage, darting between trees and hoping to every God out there that none of the bullets hit me.

      The Gods did one better. Not sure which was chiefly responsible. Probably one of the lesser known ones with more time on his or her hands. The higher presence sent me a present.

      I spotted Corser sprinting in my direction as a bullet smashed into the tree next to me. I dropped down and rolled around, looking for the shooter. I saw him coming at me, and managed to get into cover just in time. With him at my twelve o’clock, and Corser fast approaching at my seven o’clock, I knew we had to act fast.

      ‘Corser,’ I shouted. ‘Go left.’

      I didn’t know if he’d heard me over the gunfire, but it didn’t matter. The order wasn’t meant for him. I stuck my torso out of cover with my rifle up and ready and looked for the guy. He’d done what I wanted, just in the wrong place. He switched targets from me to Corser and fired, which I’d hoped would put him nice and exposed for me. But the damn idiot did it with a big two-hundred year old tree between him and me, so my bullets just gave the massive pine tree a makeover.

      A cackle of bullets to my left told me Corser had caught up. I spotted him pressed up by a tree a few yards away with his weapon held high. He caught my eye and tried to imbue some of his soldierly knowledge to me via eye movement and telepathy. Didn’t work. I shrugged at him and saw the impatience grow in his face.

      ‘On three, we go, got it?’ he barked.

      I nodded. Counted to three in my head.

      In the same second, many things happened. Corser and I leapt out of cover and fired at the guy closest to us, who just so happened to be firing at Corser. At the same time, the guy taking the centre route opened fire. A statistician would probably say we had the shittier luck, which they would probably be right about, if all you were looking at were percentages on a chalk board.

      Out there in the real world, things went according to plan, give or take. The bullets of the man on the centre route smashed into the trunk of the tree I was standing next to, following a pattern that snaked steadily upwards until the weapon was firing at birds. No points to that guy. Fourth place for him.

      My bullets didn’t do a world of good either, but they at least accomplished the small feat of startling the guy I was aiming for and shaking his balance enough to grant me third place and him second.

      Corser took the top spot. His bullets cut straight and true through the disturbed forest and caught the guy in a neat little line from the bridge of his nose to the centre of his forehead. Dead in an instant.

      But there was a reason why he got second and I got third place. His bullets didn’t miss either. I heard Corser shout and swear just before I realised the tree in front of me had turned to confetti. I spun my weapon round and fired at the last guy, and saw one of the rounds catch him in the torso. He fell over and wailed like a gull. But he would have to wait for now.

      I made it to Corser and saw the extent of the damage. Blood oozed out through his fingers, which clutched his chest like a priest with a bible.

      ‘Son of a bitch,’ he snarled. ‘Did you get him?’

      ‘You got one, I got the other.’ I said, looking more at his chest than his face. ‘Are you okay?’

      ‘I took down two before you opened fire,’ he groaned through gritted teeth. ‘How many did you get?’

      ‘Five, I think.’

      ‘That should be all of them. I counted ten.’

      The groan of the man I’d hit caught up to us. Corser looked in his direction.

      ‘Help me up,’ he said. ‘Let’s find who this son of a bitch is.’

      I pulled the injured man to his feet and tried to weave his arm around my shoulder. He shrugged me off with a stern look and limped across to the wounded hostile.

      Lying on his back, the wide eyes of the hostile had grown still. He was dead, no doubt about it. Maybe just that second. He had a hole in his chest right where his heart had once been. No coming back from that.

      ‘Take off that mask,’ Corser snarled.

      I bent down and threw the weapon out of his grasp in case it was a ruse. Then I peeled back the balaclava.

      And looked right into the cold, lifeless eyes of Carl Dawson.
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      The walk to the nearby town took almost two hours, and gave me time to wrap my head around the gravitas of the situation. I didn’t check the other hostiles. We didn’t have the time to waste. Nor did we head back to the road. Even if the second Humvee had arrived, we couldn’t be sure who to trust. Not anymore.

      Cage, while no longer unconscious, was not looking good. He seemed lost in a void. Unable to grasp his surroundings, and incapable of stringing together a sentence. He weighed down on our shoulders like a bear carcass. Whatever damage he had suffered in the ambush, I was certain the worst of it was beneath the skin.

      Corser, on the other hand, was a more quantifiable level of screwed. Two bullets had caught him in the chest. One up near his left shoulder. The other lower, closer to his intestines. How he was still standing and walking and carrying his boss, I didn’t know. Having paid the price of a bullet before, I knew I would have struggled to stay conscious. Corser, it appeared, was made of stronger stuff.

      But his strength waned with every passing minute. His grip on Cage lessened, which left me to pick up the slack. And by the time we descended out of the trees and could see the sleepy, snow-clad streets in the distance, I knew we were all spent.

      ‘There should be a clinic a few blocks from here,’ Corser breathed. His voice was weak. His skin as white as the snow beneath his feet. ‘Keep going straight till we reach the library, then turn right.’

      And with that, he dropped to his knees. It took everything I had to stop Cage from dragging me down beside him.

      ‘On your feet, soldier,’ I groaned. ‘Cage needs you.’

      ‘I’m done.’ Corser looked up into my eyes, and for the first time, I saw something other than the gruff, battle-hardened sniper. I saw a man, exposed, exhausted, frightened. There was a distance to his eyes that I’d seen far too often. He wasn’t long for this world. This was his curtain call. ‘Listen to me, Stone. What happened today, it’s set things in motion. You need to get the boss back to base as soon as possible.’ The final word was accompanied with a sharp intake of breath, and a pained look across his face.

      ‘I need to know what’s going on up there,’ I said. ‘Corser, what is Cece planning?’

      ‘She wants to show the world we mean business,’ Corser groaned. ‘The boss, he had her build a weapon, something he could use as a deterrent. Purely a defensive measure. If the ambush was her doing, and you were right… it means she’s going rogue. She could put the whole of Second Solace in jeopardy. If you’re wrong, and this is someone else, then Cage is going to need people he can trust by his side.’

      ‘He needs you too, Corser.’ I said, buckling under the weight of Maddox Cage. ‘He needs us both.’

      ‘The name’s Lee,’ said Corser, ‘and you’re in this alone now. You can handle it. You have to.’
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      I waited with Lee. Right to the end. He objected, of course, but I knew I wouldn’t want to leave this world alone, and as he faded away, there seemed to be some comfort in his dying eyes. The man he had thrown his chips in with, there to the very end.

      In an act that left no part of me feeling good, I patted down the dead man’s pockets. I didn’t have anything on me. The AR-15 lay discarded by Carl Dawson’s corpse, and Cage’s revolver was somewhere in the woods. Lee had a wallet, which seemed a little absurd for a man who had lived in a town where the only currency going was manual labour. Even so, I took the creased set of bills tucked away inside, and placed his driver ID in his cold hand. Someone would find him eventually, and his family - if he had any - deserved to know.

      I made the rest of the journey alone with Cage. Progress was slow, but it gave me time to process everything. Uncovering the identity of one of our attackers didn’t bring any kind of satisfaction, it didn’t bring solace. If anything, it made things a million times worse, because it meant that the enemy was a lot closer to home than I would like.

      ‘Home?’ asked the Wolf. ‘Is that what Second Solace is now?’

      ‘It’s a figure of speech.’

      ‘Then it doesn’t complicate things that much. We have a job to do. Threefold, as Agent Miles said. Find Noble, find the weapon, and kill this man.’

      He looked at the mammoth of a man that drooped over my shoulder. He was barely lucid. Barely a human at this point.

      ‘No one would ever know,’ said the Wolf. ‘He could die right here in the snow, and you’d be one third closer to saving your wife.’

      I didn’t answer him. Focused on each step. Dirt became gravel under my boots. Trees replaced by log cabins and lazy streets. Within a minute of reaching the town, someone pulled over to help. A pickup truck with shavings of wood ingrained into the tired old beast.

      ‘Everything okay here?’ asked the man behind the wheel, who looked about as cut and dry a lumberjack as anyone had any right of being.

      ‘My friend took a tumble out hunting,’ I gasped, fixing my tried and tested American accent into place. ‘He needs a doctor.’

      The lumberjack got out and helped lifted Cage into the pickup bed. I got in beside him, and minutes later we pulled up alongside what passed as a clinic in these parts of Montana. A thin receptionist spotted us approaching and had already called through to the doctor by the time we made it across the threshold. She waved us through, no doubt recognising the rugged lumberjack enough to forgo any questions, and we carried Cage through to a room in the back.

      The doctor was a beast of a man. Maybe a relative of Cage himself. His face was clean-shaven, making him look like a giant egg perched atop a lab coat-wearing bear. With a deep, booming voice that would be matched only by his newest patient, he ordered me and the lumberjack to put Cage up on the bed. Once satisfied Cage wasn’t going anywhere, the lumberjack bowed out with a promise to let him know if we needed anything else. I didn’t even know the guy’s name.

      ‘Tell me what happened here?’ asked the doctor when we were alone.

      ‘My buddy here, we were hiking up north of here and he had a fall,’ I said. ‘He’s been like this since. I can’t get a word out of him.’

      ‘Nothing to do with that explosion we heard a couple hours back?’ he asked, fixing me with the kind of stare a teacher gives an unruly student. I opened my mouth to reply, but he cut me off, ‘relax, kid. I know Maddox here. I know what’s going on up in those mountains. Been sent your people before. I know what stays off the books. So I’ll ask you again, what happened?’

      I took a moment. No point in lying. Well, not entirely.

      ‘Our truck flipped and caught fire. I got him out before it went up in flames, but he’s not doing well.’

      ‘There’s always something. Let me check him over. You can wait out in the lobby. Caroline will get you a cup of coffee.’

      I thanked the doctor and headed out. Caroline appeared with a cup of coffee before I’d had the chance to ask. Maybe she knew the drill too. I wondered how far I could push her hospitality. I hadn’t eaten since the night before. My body was drained. My blood sugar was in the gutter. My lips felt numb.

      I spotted a bowl of wrapped sweets on the receptionist’s desk. Probably meant for patients who’d just found out they had haemorrhoids, or cancer, or just had a vial of blood extracted. I took a handful and stuffed them in my mouth one by one. I played with the wrappers. Straightened them out as neat as I could, then folded them into squares. Stacked the squares on top of each other. Neatened up the corners so they were all the same size. The Wolf paced back and forth across the reception. If he were real, he’d have worn a track in the vinyl.

      ‘You’re stalling,’ he said, watching me as he paced.

      ‘What else am I supposed to be doing?’

      ‘You could go in that room and stab Cage with a scalpel. It’s on the to do list.’

      ‘It can stay on there.’

      ‘Why are you so determined to make Second Solace work?’ he asked. ‘You’re here pretending like you’re one of the community while Sophie’s life is on the line.’

      ‘I know. I’m working on it.’

      ‘Are you? You’ve been an honorary citizen of Second Solace for almost four days and you haven’t gotten anywhere. No Noble. No Al-Assad. You can’t even kill a dying man.’

      ‘You’re starting to sound like Miles or Whyte,’ I said.

      He stopped pacing and looked at me.

      ‘Because you’re starting to sound like Cage,’ he barked. ‘You can’t have it both ways. Either you complete your mission and destroy Second Solace, or you join it and let Sophie die, and Peter, and countless others for that matter. Corser said they have a weapon. He’s confirmed it. Al-Assad has spent months working on the damn thing. Years, maybe. Whatever it is, they’re ready to use it. You already have the blame of one terror incident pinned to your chest. You really want another?’

      ‘Of course not.’ I snapped.

      ‘Then go in there and kill Maddox Cage. Kill the damn doctor if you need to. And the receptionist. Then steal a car and go burn Second Solace to the ground.’

      ‘Whatever happened to you?’ I asked. ‘You used to be so detrimental, always criticising me, taunting me. This isn’t the Wolf I know.’

      ‘Like you said, James. Why beat the horse when you can feed it a carrot?’

      ‘I can’t kill Cage,’ I said. ‘Not right now. I can’t draw more attention up here.’

      ‘Those explosions will have done the damage more than you ever could,’ he said. ‘The cops will be on their way.’

      ‘Even so, they don’t know I’m here. I can’t confirm that by murdering three people. The lumberjack got a good enough look at my face. He’d ID me in an instant.’

      ‘Why are you trying to save him?’ he asked. ‘You can’t think he’d do the same to you.’

      ‘I don’t, but I think Miles and Whyte got this wrong. Just because he’s the leader, they think he’s responsible. I don’t agree with that. I think he’s blinded by the truth. He doesn’t know what’s happening in his own backyard. Whatever Cece’s got planned, he hasn’t got a damn clue.’

      ‘Corser said he had a weapon.’

      ‘Lee said he had a deterrent. A defensive measure.’

      ‘That’s what every country with Nuclear Arms says about theirs. And that doesn’t help the people of Hiroshima none. Nobody builds a bomb without knowing the damage it can do.’

      ‘Then Cage is a fool,’ I said. ‘But he’s a fool with his heart in the right place. Lee respected him. He believed in him.’

      ‘Corser threw you in the boot of his car for a day.’

      ‘Because he had to. Not because he was an arsehole. Lee saved my life, more than once. He has my respect and my trust, which means Cage has it too. I won’t kill him.’

      The Wolf raised his hands like a criminal under arrest, then dropped them to his side.

      ‘And what about Peter?’ he asked. ‘What about your son?’

      ‘What about him?’ I asked.

      ‘How is he going to turn out with his mother dead and his father responsible for letting it happen?’

      I didn’t say anything, I just bit my lip.

      ‘What, you don’t like me talking about him?’ the Wolf goaded. ‘Imagine what a fuck up he’ll be after years of getting bullied at school for being your son. He might not even make it that far. He might pick up a knife and fight back. Or maybe he’ll use it on himself.’

      ‘Shut up.’

      ‘Why? I’m part of you, remember? I’m only saying what you’re thinking. His life is going to turn to shit, all because James Stone betrayed him and his mother. Take what happened last year out of the equation. Your refusal to kill that man in there is putting your wife, Peter’s mother, in danger. Wherever he is, he’s waiting for her to come back, and if you carry on this way, he’s going to be waiting the rest of his life.’

      ‘Shut up!’ I shouted.

      I leapt to my feet, but the Wolf vanished. Fleeing to the deepest, darkest corners of my brain like the coward he was. I caught sight of the receptionist sat behind her desk, looking at me in shock. I realised I’d said that last part aloud.

      ‘Sorry,’ I said. ‘I dosed off. I’m sorry I scared you.’

      ‘It’s no bother,’ she whimpered, returning to her computer monitor with all the calm of a jackhammer.

      I sat back down again and rubbed my fingers through my hair.

      ‘Sorry, is there somewhere around here I could get some food?’

      ‘There’s a diner just down the street,’ she said, hiding behind the safety of her monitor. ‘Otherwise there’s a convenience store a block away.’

      I thanked her and got up. I needed food and a walk. I headed for the store. Didn’t want the hassle of people around me for long.

      It was a far cry from the store at Second Solace. Compared to that, this was like something out of a science fiction novel. But in reality it was a beat up old store that looked like it heralded from the late eighties with naught an improvement in sight ever since. I stocked up on sandwiches and biscuits and bottles of water and energy drinks with the money I’d taken from Lee’s wallet. I bought a four pack of beers too, and today’s newspaper. I bought a pair of sunglasses off a rack on the counter, and a pack of gum. The store worker didn’t engage me in conversation, which I appreciated. Maybe he was in on the deal too. Maybe the whole town was.

      I didn’t head back straight away. Instead, I headed towards the lake I’d spotted on the drive to Hope County the day before. With the sun setting on my back, I sat down at the lakeside and stared into the void cast out by my shadow. The brightest of stars had already begun to reflect off the water’s surface. The air was still. It was like the whole world was on pause.

      The Wolf didn’t resurface. Sometimes he knew when to call it quits. Instead, I thought about Sophie and Peter, and all the horrors I’d brought upon them. My mind sunk deep into the depths of my past, beyond the point where light could penetrate. When finally I resurfaced, my beers were empty, and the night had consumed the land.

      I heard footsteps behind me on the gravel and turned around to see the doctor bearing down on me.

      ‘Sorry to have disturbed you,’ he said with his foghorn of a voice. ‘Caroline told me you went out for food.’

      I looked down at my bag of snacks and realised I’d finished the whole thing off. I barely realised I’d eaten anything.

      ‘I thought you might like to know that Mr Cage is awake,’ he said. ‘However, I need to discuss his health with you before you speak with him.’

      ‘Okay.’ I said, getting to my feet.

      ‘I’m sorry to be blunt about this, but Mr Cage’s health is deteriorating,’ he said. ‘This accident you say he was in, it has done… significant damage to his cognitive abilities. Brain injuries are usually broken down into three categories; mild, moderate and severe. The symptoms he is showing; confusion, slurred speech, dilation of the eyes and loss of coordination, these err towards what we would refer to as severe trauma. However, without an MRI scan, I’m unable to detail the extent of his injuries.’

      ‘Okay,’ I said again, because I had no idea what to say.

      ‘At this stage, I cannot determine how serious this will get. He could get better, or he could get worse. I’ve seen both sides of the coin. Again, my advice would be to get him to a hospital where he can stay under surveillance, but I know how your people treat such places.’

      Your people.

      ‘Thank you, doctor.’ I said.

      He gave a curt smile and led me back to the clinic.

      We walked through the encroaching darkness, and I thought about what the doctor had said.

      ‘Who else from our group have you treated?’ I asked.

      He didn't respond at first, which was understandable, because my question was like a game of Russian roulette.

      ‘I'm head of security,’ I continued. ‘Been with the team for a couple of months now. I'm just trying to manage any potential problems.’

      ‘Your lot sent down a woman in labour early in the year. She gave birth in my clinic.’ He opened his mouth as though he was going to add something, but he caught himself before he spilled the beans. I decided to try spill them for him.

      ‘Who else?’ I asked.

      ‘No one other than that.’

      ‘You didn’t treat a man with radiation poisoning?’

      He stopped in his tracks. Looked at me. In the darkness, his eyes looked hollow, like a skull or a wraith.

      ‘You know about that, huh?’ he sniffed. ‘How’s he doing? Still alive?’

      ‘For now.’

      ‘Then he has exceeded my greatest expectations.’

      ‘What can you tell me about his diagnosis?’ I asked.

      ‘That man, whoever he was, he should have been dead years ago. We measure an absorbed radiation dose in units of Grays. A couple of seconds under an x-ray machine would give you about point fourteen percent of a Gray. Sit in the Chernobyl Control Room when it’s all going up in flames and you’ll accrue about three hundred Grays per hour, but you’d be dead within a couple of minutes. Judging from the examination I was able to give, he has almost double the amount of radiation it takes to kill a man. He’d absorbed about ten Grays, which is more than enough to sentence a man to death. That’s when you get lesions, boils, burns. You get atrophied to hell. Most people with doses like that are dead within a couple of months. Your man lasted at least two years or so. Some people are just indestructible.’

      ‘What can you tell me about the people who brought him here?’ I asked.

      ‘Don’t you know?’

      ‘I do, but I need to control this thing as much as possible.’

      ‘Besides the patient, there was four of them. A woman, and three men.’

      ‘Could you describe them?’ I asked.

      ‘Maybe, this was a ways back, you understand. And I'm a busy man, I don't have time to remember every little facet of information that comes my way.’

      ‘You knew plenty when you told the police.’

      His eyes widened.

      ‘How do you know about that?’ he asked.

      ‘It's my job to know these things. Take your time. I want to know the details.’

      He took his time answering the question. The night air around us buzzed, or maybe that was just my ruined ears.

      ‘The woman was tall and slender, like a catwalk model,’ he said. ‘Tanned skin. Maybe some Puerto-Rican in her somewhere. She was in charge.’

      That'll be Cece then.

      ‘What about the men?’ I asked.

      ‘Two of them were brothers. No doubt about it. One was a little taller than the other, but the similarities were too notable to be anything other than blood relatives. They didn't talk much. I got the impression they were the muscle, so to speak.’

      ‘And the last man?’ I asked.

      ‘He I met a few times,’ said the doctor. ‘He brought the pregnant lady as well. Army discharged, but never all the way out. Not entirely. Not mentally. Dollars to donuts, the guy was a sniper. He had the right kind of patience.’

      ‘Did you get his name?’

      ‘Said his name was Corser.’
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      Cage was sat upright with his legs hanging over the side of the clinic bed like a child in a highchair. He watched us enter with a passive innocence etched into his ageing features. Even by then, I knew we had a problem on our hands.

      ‘You need something?’ he asked. There was no recognition in his eyes.

      ‘Mr Cage, I’m Dr Tadman. You were brought to my clinic earlier today following a car accident. Do you remember that?’

      Slowly, Cage shook his head.

      ‘Would you be able to tell me the last thing you remember?’ Dr Tadman asked. ‘Take your time. We’re in no hurry.’

      Cage was silent for nearly a minute. His tired eyes glazed over as he cast his mind back for something solid.

      ‘I remember speaking with my wife,’ he said. ‘Ex-wife. We were talking about our daughter, Gail.’

      Dr Tadman looked at me.

      ‘Do you know when he last spoke to her?’ he asked.

      ‘Last night.’ I said.

      ‘That’s good.’

      ‘I recognise you,’ Cage said, looking at me. ‘But I don’t remember your name.’

      ‘James,’ I said.

      Cage nodded sagely.

      ‘Our newest recruit. The former terrorist.’

      Dr Tadman looked at me.

      ‘He’s kidding,’ I said with a false laugh. ‘It was a joke they came up with.’

      Cage didn’t seem to notice the cover up.

      ‘Where is Cecilia?’ he asked.

      ‘She’s back at the base,’ I guessed.

      ‘She’ll want to know where I am,’ Cage said, getting to his feet. ‘We need to get back there.’

      ‘Just a moment, Mr Cage,’ said the doctor. ‘The injuries you’ve sustained, I believe the best course of action would be to remain under supervision for the next forty-eight hours so we can assess your condition. I think it would be prudent to-’

      ‘Nonsense,’ Cage boomed, a hark back to his former glory. ‘James here can watch me, can’t you?’

      I looked at the doctor, then back to Cage. I nodded.

      ‘See,’ he said. ‘James knows what he’s doing. He trained to be a paramedic, isn’t that right?’

      I didn’t say anything.

      ‘I need a cell phone,’ Cage said. ‘Where’s mine?’

      ‘I haven’t seen you with one.’ I said.

      He grunted, then looked at Doctor Tadman.

      ‘You’ve got a phone here, right?’ he barked. ‘This place still exists in the twenty-first century.’

      ‘In my office,’ said the doctor. ‘You’ll find it through the back.’

      Cage thanked him and left the room. I went to follow, but Doctor Tadman caught my arm.

      ‘Did you train to be a paramedic?’ he asked.

      ‘No.’

      ‘Then his condition may be worse than I feared. I implore you to make him change his mind.’

      ‘I’ll try. Thank you, Doctor.’
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        * * *

      

      At first, I feared Cage was about to call someone at Second Solace. After the attack, I didn’t know who we could trust, but it wasn’t a problem. Not yet at least. With surprising forethought, Cage made a call to a man called Riley who, an hour later, picked us up outside the clinic in a grey sedan. Doctor Tadman wished us a safe trip, and as I climbed into the backseat of the sedan, I felt the physician’s eyes burning into the side of my head.

      Riley and Cage sat up front. Cage introduced his friend to me as his “man on the outside”. I took that to mean the chances that Riley was caught up in Second Solace politics were pretty slim. A former military figure - judging by the size, shape, and vocabulary of the man behind the wheel - I guessed the bond the two men shared ran deep, and with another man fighting in our corner, I felt a little more confident about our return.

      That confidence was short lived however, as a little over an hour into the drive, Cage pointed out a place to pull over at the side of the road, and got out. I followed, and after a short show of gratitude, Riley pulled back out onto the dark street and disappeared into the night.

      ‘On foot from here, Stone,’ said Cage as he watched the trail of headlights shrink into the distance.

      ‘Couldn’t he have driven us all the way?’ I asked.

      Cage shook his head.

      ‘Only those who join us know where we are based. Riley might believe in the cause, but he has a family to think about. They come first, so his path isn’t the same as ours.’

      Ours.

      ‘Given what we’re going into, don’t you think it would be wise to have backup?’ I asked.

      Which drew a look of confusion across the older man’s face.

      ‘The hell we need backup for?’ he barked. ‘What, can’t a man be safe in his own home anymore?’

      ‘You don’t remember our conversations?’

      ‘What conversations?’

      ‘About my mission at Second Solace. You wanted to find out who was behind the attacks.’

      ‘What attacks?’

      He looked at me with genuine concern. Even in the light of the moon, his eyes looked unfocused. I tried to explain the situation to him. I started at the beginning, sharing details of his impromptu meeting to plan the ambush like I’d been there myself. He stayed quiet for the duration, swaying gently in the breeze like a tree branch. When I finished, he said nothing. Just waited in expectation of something else. I didn’t know if he’d heard a word I’d said.

      ‘Do you understand what I just said?’ I asked with the patience of a carer.

      He nodded.

      ‘Corser is dead,’ he said. Halfway between a question and a statement, like he couldn’t wrap his head around it.

      ‘He died trying to save us. He was a hero right to the end.’

      More silence. The gentle breeze through the trees sounded like distant traffic, yet the road was completely deserted.

      ‘We need to get back to base,’ said Cage.

      ‘Is that the wisest thing to do?’ I asked. ‘We don’t know who we can trust.’

      ‘It’s my home dammit, and I won’t give it up without a fight.’

      ‘Exactly, which is why it might be worth giving it a few days until you’re back in top shape. We could maybe call some more people you know you can trust, see if they want to lend a hand?’

      ‘Bullshit. I’m as fit as a damn fiddle. And I don’t need no one else. I’ve got you and I’ve got Corser. We’re damn near unstoppable.’

      Beside me, I heard the Wolf sigh.

      ‘He’s bat shit crazy,’ he said.

      I didn’t respond to either the man or the myth.

      ‘Maddox, Corser is dead. He can’t help us,’ I said eventually. ‘I know you don’t want to think about it, but whoever is behind all this wants you dead. If we go in there now, that might just happen.’

      ‘I won’t let my home be taken away from me,’ Cage growled. ‘I built it with my own hands. It’s mine. I won’t let it fall. That is non-negotiable, you hear me?’

      His eyes glistened.

      ‘He’s broken,’ said the Wolf. ‘You’d be doing him a favour putting him out of his misery.’

      ‘I hear you, boss.’ I said.

      ‘You’ve got to be kidding me.’

      A smile crept across Cage’s face, and he clapped his enormous hand down on my shoulder, just like he’d done in his office. I smiled back, not because I was happy about the prospect facing us, but because the bond forming between the both of us was important to me.

      ‘Whoopdeedoo,’ snarled the Wolf. ‘You two make a great team. The mental patient and the deranged pensioner, off to war together.’

      Cage led the way. He tracked through the trees with a certainty that felt genuine. Whatever was going on in that head of his, he knew the path beneath his feet was the right one. I followed with some degree of confidence. If he had navigated this track before, he could do it again now. I’d heard people describe dementia by using an analogy of a bookshelf. Your oldest memories sit on the bottom shelves, with more recent ones filling up the higher spots. If something came along and shook the bookshelf, the higher books would be the first to fall. The worse it shook, the more books would drop, but the last to go would be those at the bottom. While I didn’t think Cage was suffering from dementia, the analogy seemed to fit.

      We walked well into the night, Cage navigating his way through the dense forest growth like a man following the stars, or a sign from God. We seldom spoke, mostly because I didn’t think Cage could wrap his damaged mind around the complexities of multitasking, but partly because something had changed. Whether the feeling was mutual, I didn’t know, but I couldn’t help but feel like what was next to come would be a struggle. Somewhere out in the darkness, the Grim Reaper watched us, fingers wrapped around his scythe in somber anticipation of what lay ahead.

      Though after what felt like hours, Cage finally stopped. I almost bumped into his colossal back, and looked around for some signs of life in the bewildering darkness. Nothing.

      ‘Is everything okay?’ I asked.

      Cage didn’t turn around, and the voice that came out of him seemed strangely timid for a man of such imposing size.

      ‘I just need a break,’ he said.

      ‘That’s okay. Do you want to sit down?’

      He said nothing, so I took his arm and helped him down beside a large pine tree.

      ‘I just need some rest is all,’ he said, like he had to justify his current state.

      ‘Take all the time you need.’

      He let out a deep sigh and rested his head against the trunk. I saw stars twinkle in the reflection of his dewy eyes.

      ‘I don’t feel so good,’ he said.

      I looked deep into his eyes. Saw the same look of desperation on his face that I’d seen in soldiers fighting a lost cause.

      ‘I know,’ I sighed.

      ‘What happened?’ he asked.

      I didn’t know if he meant it literally, or if he was just talking to fill the silence. I didn’t have it in me to go through the whole thing again, and I took his acceptance to my silence to be all the answer he was going to get. With a frailty I hadn’t seen in him before, he lifted his hand to his face, and gently touched his skin. I watched his finger drift across his lips and down to the tip of his chiselled chin.

      Did I dare ask? It was a gamble, for sure, but when was I going to get a better chance than now.

      ‘You mentioned something earlier that I hoped you could elaborate on?’ I said, looking at the old man. ‘About someone working for you at Second Solace.’

      He nodded.

      ‘You mentioned Tariq Al-Assad,’ I said, ignoring my racing heartbeat. ‘You told me he was building something for you.’

      ‘Did I?’ asked Cage.

      I nodded.

      ‘We were talking about it before the attack on the Humvee. You said you wanted me to know the whole truth.’

      There was no look of surprise or appalled remark. There was no denial or deflection. There was only silence. I felt bad lying and manipulating the exhausted leader, but I saw no better opportunity to ask the questions I desperately needed answering.

      ‘I wanted to keep my people safe,’ he said after a look pause. ‘I wanted to build for them a home where they could be… free.’

      He looked at me like he had answered the question astutely. Slowly, the truth dawned on him.

      ‘Imagine a group of ants. A colony,’ he continued, ‘imagine them going about their lives gathering for the colony, when one day a boot the size of their entire colony comes along and steps right on them. Kills half their number in one single moment. Should they be angry at the boot? You’re goddamn right they should. Will the boot do anything about it? No, it won’t, because the needs of the ant aren’t those of the human wearing the boot.’

      Another pause. His eyes stared off at the oblique shadows swaying in the night.

      ‘The boot is the pentagon. They couldn’t give a damn about the little people. They’ve got wars to fight both out there and stateside. They can’t be stopping for the ants, can’t be wasting time finding a path that doesn’t hurt them. Because at the end of the day, the ant can’t do shit to the boot, or the human. The ant doesn’t mean a goddamn thing, and it knows it. Doesn’t mean it won’t try to change things. Doesn’t mean it won’t cause a ripple. But it can’t get between the boot and the destination, can it? That’s the way this country works. It has a war to win, and if a couple of Americans die along the way, then so be it.’

      He made a move like he was going to get up, but he decided against it.

      ‘Now, imagine the ant had a way, a clear, undeniable way of showing the boot that it was not to be fucked with. Say they all got together and fashioned a two-inch nail to put right in the boot’s way. Should they do it to protect their people? Yes. Might it cause a couple of problems? Maybe. But it is the prerogative of the ant to survive, and to continue the survival of its species. That is what I wanted.’

      ‘That didn’t answer my question. What is Al-Assad building for you?’ I asked. I knelt down beside Cage so that he could see the severity of my question, and let it sink into his head.

      ‘What’re we talking about here,’ he grumbled, shaking his head like a petulant child. ‘This ain’t your home. You didn’t build it. I did. And I make the goddamn calls around here, understand?’

      ‘I’m not denying that,’ I said. ‘I just want to know what he built for you.’

      ‘He gave me a goddamn deterrent,’ he barked. ‘He gave me a way to protect my people.’

      ‘Maddox, what exactly is he building for you?’

      But he made a noise that sounded like a drunk trying to burp and laugh at the same time.

      ‘He didn’t build me shit,’ he said.

      ‘You just said he did.’

      ‘Can’t build nothing when you’re dead, can you?’

      He waved away an invisible fly and sniffed. There was blood on his upper lip, oozing down from his nostrils.

      ‘Al-Assad is dead?’ I asked.

      ‘That man was never destined to live. Not with all that radiation inside of him.’

      ‘When did he die?’

      ‘A while back. His was a slow death. No man should have to go through that.’

      ‘I don't understand, you said he gave you something. If he didn't build you a weapon, what did he give you?’

      Cage smiled the smile of a drunken man.

      ‘Knowledge,’ he said. ‘Now the Government can watch in awe as the ants rise up. They can't take away our home.’ He wiped away the blood on his face and stared at his hand. ‘And after everything they’ve taken from me, I won’t let those bastards win.’

      Through the trees, the first light of dawn breached the moonlit sky.

      ‘You built a bomb yourself,’ I said. ‘He showed you how, and you built it.’

      ‘You’re exactly right, James,’ Cage coughed. Blood flecked down his chin. ‘It hasn’t been easy, but we did it. That’s why we were so interested when we heard an Afghani weapons specialist was being transported nearby. We thought you could add the finishing touches, but..’

      His sentence trailed away, not that he needed to finish it.

      But I wasn’t who they were hoping for.

      I was the complete opposite.

      ‘How long do we have left?’ I asked.

      ‘Couple of miles maybe, I don’t know. It’s been a long time since I walked this track.’

      I extended my hand out.

      ‘We need to get going,’ I said. ‘You need a doctor.’

      He eyed my outstretched hand.

      ‘You’re on my side, aren’t you James?’ he asked.

      His eyes met mine once more, and I saw the unmistakable embers of the man I had come to know flickering. Not dead yet. But maybe not that far off, either.

      ‘Yes, Maddox. I’m on your side.’
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      Shadows appeared in the meagre light. Like tumours, they grew deeper and darker and more prominent as a timid sun rose up to present to the world a brand new day, and with it, all the joys and horrors it may bring.

      It was not the first in my life that I smelt bad news on the morning dew. Nor was it the first day I had been proven right, but seldom did this foresight do so little justice to just how much bad news the day would bring.

      Cage’s estimation of a few miles had turned into what I guessed to be close to ten. A walk in such formidable terrain was exhausting enough at the best of times, but with a two-hundred pound dying weight hanging from your neck, it was damn near impossible. And as the first signs of Second Solace rose up in the morning light, I was close enough to breaking point myself.

      The guards on the gate were the first to spot us. Having spotted the unmistakable figure draped across my shoulders, they forgave their training and rushed out to meet us. They bombarded us both with questions, but they went unanswered.

      A four-man jeep was summoned by one of the guards, and we crossed back through the tall pine gates of Second Solace by vehicle. Cage and I took up the back seats, looking like a pair of drunks too far gone to sit upright. The man behind the wheel followed a track that clung to the outskirts and looped around the settlement before approaching from the north.

      Almost immediately, I noticed something had changed. It took me the rest of the drive to put my finger on it, but as we pulled up beside a building I had not yet seen, I figured out what it was that was amiss.

      The surrounding area looked more like industrial workplaces than anywhere else I’d seen in Second Solace. The one in the middle was the shortest and widest, yet it was a larger scale of the clinic I’d taken Cage to. The building next to it was some kind of workshop. The front of the building was open, with benches and table saws and rows of tools stacked neatly on the walls. It was one of the most modern places I’d seen in the archaic settlement. It stood out like a sore thumb, but I guessed it was a necessity. Probably one of the things Hope and her band of merry outcasts turned their noses up at. A blotch of twenty-first century all over their caveman aesthetic.

      A group of five nurses hurried out to meet us and helped, first Cage, then myself out of the Jeep. The inside was quite a departure from any doctor’s surgery, hospital or clinic I’d seen before in my life. The decor resembled more closely to a mountain holiday resort designed to grant the visitors some kind of home comforts. It was the only place in all of Second Solace that I’d seen to include wall-mounted insulation panels and ceiling lights. The floor was vinyl, perhaps to keep gurneys or wheelchairs from getting caught up on holes in the floorboards.

      But what made the biggest clash from any other hospital I’d seen before was the staff to patient ratio. As Cage was rushed through to a room deeper inside, more staff members hustled out to meet him. Looking around, I spotted only two other patients. One a small boy with a gash down his arm, and the other a grey-haired woman with her leg raised high. Neither seemed to be in a life or death situation.

      With no one around to stop me, I followed Cage’s procession through to the back room. Like the clinic we’d visited earlier, Second Solace’s miniature hospital was not a huge building. The corridor leading off the reception only had four adjacent rooms, with a door at the back that I could see led back outside. I pushed through the swinging doors of the first room on my left and found myself in a room a little bigger than Gail’s spare bedroom, filled with nine hospital workers all standing around their leader.

      Cage sat on the hospital bed. His head hung low. His breathing slow and laboured. Bathed under the bright ceiling lights, he looked like a corpse reanimated. The man closest to him was dressed in a lab coat, shirt and tie. He looked at me while the others examined Cage.

      ‘Can you tell me what happened?’ He asked.

      So for what felt like the umpteenth time, I relayed the story of the ambush, the escape, about Corser, and the return journey. No one spoke for the duration, however as I reached the end of my story, I couldn’t help but notice the furtive glances passed around like hotcakes.

      The doctor in charge asked me more questions about the last physician’s diagnosis, and I answered them as best as I could. As I did, the pack thinned down to just five. Myself, the doctor, two nurses and Cage.

      ‘Did the others get back?’ I asked, hoping my curiosity would assuage any thoughts that I suspected foul play on their behalf.

      ‘They made it home yesterday,’ said the doctor. ‘They thought you were all KIA.’

      ‘Killed in action,’ said the Wolf. ‘Yeah, I bet they did. I wonder how many people Cece sent out to finish the job?’

      A hand grasped my arm and thrust me aside, and Cece stormed into the room. Her long hair was tied back in a bun, which only accentuated the rise and fall of her shoulders as she caught her breath. Speak of the devil.

      ‘What happened?’ She screeched to no one in particular. She pushed past the nurses so she could stand by Cage's head, and looked down at him like a mother with an injured child.

      ‘He has suffered trauma to the head, which we believe may have caused some brain damage,’ said the head doctor. ‘We need to conduct further-’

      Cece's eyes shot up and burned into me.

      ‘Take him away,’ she spat, and as the words left her lips, I felt more hands on my arms. I turned to see two men, neither of whom I recognised standing on my flank.

      ‘You know, a thank you wouldn’t go amiss.’ I said.

      Cece moved. Her limbs seemed strangely elongated, like an arachnid. She stretched up and towered over me.

      ‘And what is it I should be thankful for?’ She breathed. ‘Maddox on deaths door? Corser dead? Our people attacked? Tell me, which of these should you like to take credit for?’

      ‘He would be dead if it wasn’t for me.’ I snarled.

      Cece didn’t respond to my comment. Instead, she just nodded to her men, and like a child with a teddy bear, they carted me out.

      All eyes were on me as I was dragged through the snow. They watched and judged me like a common criminal sentenced to a round in the stocks. There was no point resisting. I was struggling to keep my eyes open at best. A fight with two well-built, well-rested men would not end well for me.

      At first, I thought they were taking me back to the pit I’d spent my first night at Second Solace in, but a sharp right turn towards the courthouse made me think otherwise. As I was hauled up the stone stairs, the front doors swung open, and I was dragged inside. Maybe Cece wanted to go for round two of my trial. If that was the case, I was pretty certain what the verdict would be.

      But that too I was wrong on. Instead of heading for the main hall, I was taken to a room I was starting to become well acquainted with. The only room in the whole of Second Solace that fed my current theory.

      Cage’s office.

      My new friends dropped me in the same chair Cage had offered me shortly before our departure. I looked up at the enormous oil painting and wondered what younger Maddox would think of this situation. He would probably fight his way to victory. Easier said than done, pal.

      Neither of the two men spoke, which was fine with me. I had no desire to try for small talk with people out to murder me, and I had a feeling that when Cece finally showed up, I’d need my wits about me.

      So I spent the next half hour trying to round them up, and as the door opened behind me once more, and a cold presence filled the office, I felt a little more battle ready.

      Cece drank the atmosphere in like hot soup. She savoured the slow, calculated walk across the room, and around the giant desk. Her fingers fondled the leather lining of Cage’s chair with a playful air as though she was preparing to court it. She didn’t sit down. Not right away. Too many years spent in eager anticipation urged her not to rush it. I let her have the moment. But not all of it. Just long enough to shatter the climax.

      ‘If you’re quite done getting your jollies off touching inanimate objects,’ I said. ‘I haven’t got all day.’

      Her face was a perfect picture of rage and dismay. She attempted to hide the latter with all the finesse someone manages when they’ve soiled themselves in public. She snatched her fingers away from the chair, and laid her palms flat out on the table, just like Cage had done a million times before. She didn’t sit down.

      ‘Leave us,’ she ordered to the guards. They shuffled from the room and closed the door behind them. ‘I’m surprised you had the guts to return,’ she hissed. ‘I had thought we would have to come and drag you out from the sewers.’

      ‘Then isn’t it lucky for everyone that I have the common sense not to go hiding in sewers?’ I replied. ‘But it would have been hilarious to watch you searching around in knee-high piss and shit for hours before you came to the same conclusion.’

      ‘Make all the jokes you like, it won’t save you now. With Corser gone, and Cage under my watch, you don’t have a friend in the whole world.’

      ‘What about Steve?’ I asked.

      ‘Who is Steve?’ Cece snarled.

      ‘Steve Rylance. My best friend when I was in primary school. I’m sure he’d still class himself as a bloody good chum.’

      ‘So unable to admit defeat, you hide behind your infantile wit like a child.’

      ‘What kind of children do you know with quick wit?’

      ‘Enough,’ she spat, slamming her hands down on the desk. Still standing. Cage’s chair remained empty. ‘Enough of your games. You will answer my questions, or I will have you killed where you sit.’

      ‘Since you haven’t left me with a lot of options, fire away.’

      ‘What did you discuss with Maddox and Corser before the attack?’

      ‘That’s between me, Maddox and Lee.’

      ‘There cannot be secrets with matters like these,’ she said. ‘Anything could be pertinent to uncovering the truth behind what happened.’

      ‘So I’m to satisfy the paranoia in your head by telling you what we said? I’d rather leave you wondering what the others think about you and call it a day.’

      ‘You will answer my questions,’ she seethed, slamming her hands on the desk once more. The whole thing juddered a fraction across the floor.

      ‘That’s not going to happen I’m afraid. No way in hell you’re getting that info out of my noggin.’

      ‘Do you think I give a shit what people say about me?’ She hissed. ‘You think I don’t already know how much they vilify me? I only care that Maddox is safe and that the people responsible are brought to justice.’

      ‘Oh, I bet you do,’ I laughed. ‘That’s definitely the only thing you care about, isn’t it?’

      ‘Not everyone is as poison-hearted as you are, snake.’

      ‘And not everyone is as much as a lunatic as you are, Cece.’

      Her eyes flared at the nickname.

      ‘Perhaps if your mother had raised you correctly, you wouldn’t be such a dreadful excuse for a human being,’ she hissed. ‘Perhaps then, you wouldn’t have developed such a desire to harm others as you have.’

      ‘I’ll give you that one opportunity to insult me,’ I growled. ‘But don’t push your luck.’

      ‘Why?’ she snarled. ‘Will you do to me what you did to those poor, innocent people in England? Will you destroy me like you did so many families?’

      I felt a red mist descending across my vision. The Wolf held it at bay.

      ‘Don’t rise to it, James. She wants you angry.’

      ‘You are a traitor. No country would want you. No woman would love you.’

      ‘Just leave it, James,’ hastened the Wolf. ‘Take a breath and calm down.’

      But it was one thing to hear advice, and another thing entirely to heed it.

      And I was far too tired to let calmer heads prevail.

      ‘That’s some big talk coming from you,’ I retorted. ‘I bet you didn’t wait a second getting back here to claim yourself the new chief, did you? Don’t act like I wouldn’t have noticed you’ve turned this whole place into some kind of twisted army post. The guns, the pseudo-military flags. Dress for the job you want, I guess, but this is taking the piss. You must have rushed back here and staked your claim for the throne before the word spread Cage was missing. Did you make any attempt to find him, or were you content with the burning Humvee to satisfy that itch?’

      ‘How dare you speak like this to me,’ she screamed, but I cut over her.

      ‘Of course, what am I thinking? You had this whole thing planned from the start, didn’t you? You were probably gagging for a reason to get Cage out of Second Solace. Coming along for the journey was a stroke of genius too. At least then everyone would think you were right there beside Cage, willing to die for the cause, when really you were cowering out of sight. I wonder what everyone would think about those clandestine meetings you had with Hope’s people?’

      ‘You liar,’ she screamed. ‘I would never let anything happen to Maddox.’

      ‘Except we both know that’s absolute bullshit. You might not think I’m worth a damn, but I get the job done, and in case you hadn’t noticed, I’m the only one from that Humvee who’s still standing. I took down the people who ambushed us, and I saw who one of them was. Carl Dawson.’

      Her eyes widened in shock.

      ‘Oh yeah,’ I continued. ‘Bet you thought soldier boy would rinse right through me. But my luck is better than his. So how are you going to try and explain him being there, huh? One of your men rocks up to kill your boss while he’s exposed, and the only people who knew his location are sat in the backup vehicle which, conveniently, had a blown tyre. Explain that, Cece.’

      She didn’t explain anything. She just stared at me for a long, uncomfortable minute. I began to think she hadn’t heard me, or was pretending like I hadn’t just called her out. Then I wondered if I’d gotten trapped in some kind of infinite loop of time, unable to proceed.

      ‘But where is the proof?’ she pondered with all the dawning realisation of a person who finds the light. ‘What is there to stop anyone from believing that this was your game all along?’

      ‘No games from me, unless you fancy a game of solitaire before I go tell the rest of the group what a traitor you are.’

      ‘I always knew you were a snake,’ she snarled. ‘I said it from the start, but they let you in anyway.’

      ‘Whatever you’re cooking up in that head of yours, save us all the bullshit.’

      ‘How long have you been planning to overthrow Maddox?’ she asked. ‘Months? Years?’

      I couldn’t contain the laughter.

      ‘Oh Cece, you really are one crazy bitch if you think-’

      ‘It all makes so much sense. You brought mayhem here. This all started with you. And it will end with you.’

      ‘Bullshit,’ I said. ‘You can’t blame this on me. This is your doing. You didn’t believe in Cage’s vision, so you twisted his dream and broke his trust. The evidence doesn’t lie.’

      ‘You planned the attack during your trial,’ she gasped. ‘You tricked everyone to believe Westaway attacked you, and had Corser put him down. Then you planned the ambush. You convinced Maddox that only the three of you rode in the Humvee. I bet you even sabotaged ours so we wouldn’t see your heinous acts.’

      ‘You need to see the doctor about these delusions.’ I said.

      ‘I should have realised it sooner,’ she mused. ‘It all makes complete sense. As they say, a leopard never changes its spots. Once a snake, always a snake.’

      A terrifying smile crept across her face, and finally she took the liberty she had so wanted to take. With great care, she lowered herself into Cage’s chair. Like the comfort of a warm bath, she absorbed the feeling and let it sink into her pores.

      Then she spoke.

      ‘James Stone, I find you guilty of the murder of Lee Corser,’ she said. ‘I also find you guilty of the attempted murder of Maddox Cage, and of conspiracy to destabilise Second Solace for your own twisted agenda. These crimes cannot go unpunished. Therefore, I sentence you to death by firing squad at dawn. Guards!’

      ‘You can’t do this!’ I shouted, but in an instant the two men burst back into the room and pinned me in place.

      ‘Take him away,’ she hissed. ‘Not in the hole. I want him locked up. Somewhere he cannot slip out of and escape. There will be no redemption for this snake.’

      And as I opened my mouth to retort, something smashed into the base of my skull, and my whole world went crashing into darkness.
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      If I had to count out the number of days I thought I was on the brink of death, I’d run out of fingers. I’d lose count entirely. Such was the magnitude of disaster my life had achieved.

      I woke with the feeling like my head was about to burst. A loud humming noise sounded like my tinnitus turned up to a billion. It reverberated in my lungs. It tingled in my fingers. It was as much a part of me as my intestines.

      I wanted to open my eyes, but doing so would likely result in them popping out of my skull. Of course, the alternative was being put in front of a firing squad, so risking eye-popping shenanigans was marginally better, so I went ahead and unleashed my beautiful blues on the world.

      Or as it turned out, a dark, cold and empty room. Not one that I recognised. The walls were not made from wood, but stone. Not jagged and misshapen, but smooth and square. Steel pipes snaked in and out of the wall opposite me. I could hear something inside them whooshing along. Water, maybe? Not that it was any of my concern right then. I had bigger problems.

      Like the fact I was hanging upside down from the ceiling.

      My hands were tied behind my back with what felt like tape, judging by how it nipped at the hairs on my arm. My feet were wrapped tight with a rope, which - as I craned my neck to see - was looped around a giant hook hanging from the ceiling. The support it hung from was a giant thick slab of metal, with bolts the size of my fist securing it to the stonework. You could probably hang twenty reluctant Brits from it and it wouldn’t make a damn bit of difference.

      My head felt like a balloon with too much water in it. If I stayed this way for much longer, I was pretty certain I would die. Hanging people upside down was mostly for show. You can’t keep someone in that position for ten hours without them getting blood clots in the brain. So you have to keep flipping them back upright if you want it to be a sustainable torture method. Of course, the act of going the right way up after a prolonged hanging is painful in itself. I’d felt it before. All the blood that had drained into your head and torso comes rushing down into your feet. It’s like nothing you’ve felt before. It hurts.

      Behind me, I heard a door open. I heard the big heavy object scrape against the stone floor like nails on a chalkboard. Then there was the slap of boot soles. A man walked around me and came into view. Not the man I was expecting, but definitely one of the worst I could expect.

      Jack Dawson looked at me with the same intense eyes his brother had shared. The colour of copper. It’s a harder eye colour to do intensive staring. Blue is the best. You can relay all kinds of wintery hatred behind a pair of blues. Brown eyes get lost in the dark. You have to really try and make yourself look like a psycho.

      But Jack Dawson was doing it to perfection. He was maybe in his mid to late forties, judging by the lines in his face and around his eyes. His hair was short on the sides, and slicked back on top. It was a little messy. If he knew his brother was dead, he probably didn’t care much for appearances. Even so, he still managed to pull off the look of a suave, sophisticated secret agent. He wore a navy blue shirt with the sleeves tucked up to his elbows. His forearms were enormous.

      ‘You killed my brother,’ he snarled.

      I opened my mouth to respond. He didn’t give me the chance. He slammed his fist into my chest, and sent me flying around the room like a tethered ball. I let out a noise that sounded like someone letting the air out of a tyre and spun around on my hook. Jack just watched me.

      When I slowed down, he hit me again. This time in the back, right in the left kidney. And the whole thing started over again. I wanted to vomit. I felt like I could pass out at any second. But I didn’t. I just twisted and rotated and gasped.

      The third punch caught me dead in the centre of my chest. Right in the heart. I felt it flutter like a cute girl had walked by, albeit without the massive shock of pain. My eyes rolled into my head and I felt woozy. No sleep, about a bajillion miles of walking and hardly anything to eat did not a healthy man make. I tried to focus onto something. I’d learned to take one thing, something bright and innocent, and turn it into my sole focus for being. It had worked in Afghanistan. It had worked in Brooklyn. It would work here.

      I narrowed my gaze in on the wall-mounted light. The bulb was bright, so much so that I could barely see the wired casing surrounding it. It would do the job. I shut out the world and became that bulb, burning bright in the darkest of places. I shut out Jack Dawson’s heavy breathing. Shut out the heavy humming noise that filled the room. I became the bulb.

      The next punch hit me in the gut, but it felt lessened, like it had been administered through a pillow. It still knocked the air out of my lungs, but it didn’t make me want to vomit, which was definitely progress.

      I stayed that way for the duration, transporting my conscious out of my body and into the burning bulb. Punches rained down like hailstones, beating my shell, bruising the skin. I was already damaged enough. He could do no more harm to me. Blow after blow clipped and whacked me around like a piñata. Each furthered my resolve.

      ‘Just like they taught you, James.’

      I came to only when I was sure the beating had come to an end. Jack was still there. He was panting heavily like a dog in the hot sun. His eyes were fixed on mine.

      ‘You’ll die in here,’ he growled.

      Which I didn’t believe was true. Not if Cece had her way, and I was sure she would damn well try to get her way. My fate was meant for a bullet at dawn. Not in some underground hovel.

      ‘I bet you I don’t,’ I wheezed. My voice was ruined. My lungs were starved. ‘On your brother’s life, I bet you I don’t.’

      His eyes lit up like nuclear bombs. I thought he might just beat me to death, wailing on me like a punching bag until my heart gave in. Deep down, I bet that was exactly what he wanted to do. But something inside his brain told him no, and as a wild smile stretched across his face, I began to wish he’d gone for option one.

      He put his hands on my shoulders and brought me to a stop and looked into my eyes like forlorn lovers. Then he left the room.

      I had no doubt he was going to return. The question was how long until he did. I couldn’t have been hung up like a deer for ages. He could leave it hours before I needed medical help. Or he could leave it minutes and return with a hunting knife.

      I craned my head to look at my binds. Rope an inch thick wrapped around my ankles. I had as much chance breaking through them as I did developing skills in telepathy. The hook protruded between my calfs, using the tension in the ropes to keep me in place. Nothing but gravity keeping me from the rest of my business.

      I heaved my head and shoulders forward and heard the hook jiggle. Then I flung them back and swung a few inches back. Then I used my stomach muscles to heave myself forwards again, and swung about a foot ahead of the point I’d started at. I kept it up, tensing and swinging like an inverted pendulum back and forth, back and forth. Again and again. Making marginally more progress with each time. The hook jiggled more and more as the ropes around my ankles forced it back and forth. As I ticked forwards, I looked down and saw the top rung of the rope breach the tip of the hook.

      With added muster, I flicked my head back and arched my shoulders and swung  away, one foot, two foot, three. Almost at the three position on a clock.

      ‘Oh no you don’t!’

      Jack sprinted into the room and wrapped his arms around me, killing the momentum.

      ‘You think I’d let you off that easily?’ He snarled. ‘You killed my baby brother. I’ll make sure you suffer slow.’

      ‘Slowly.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘The correct term is slowly. Least you could do is grasp the English language if you plan on using it. And it wasn’t me who killed your piece of shit brother. It was Corser. And let me tell you, he died slowly. Probably drowned in his own blood like a little bitch.’

      That earned me another punch to the stomach. But if I was going to die here, I wanted I piss him off as much as I could first.

      Jack took a step back and put his hand into his back pocket. What he pulled out took me a moment to register, but when it did, it sent a shock wave through me.

      The plastic bag was translucent and looked like it has come from any supermarket store across the globe. There was no logo printed on the side. No holes in the bottom where it had torn. A brand new specimen, and I could guess why he had brought it.

      ‘You’ll die slowly, you son of a bitch.’ Jack growled. ‘I’ll make doubly sure of that.’

      He slipped the bag over me head and pulled it tight.

      The plastic wrapped around my face, squeezed the skin. Instinctively, I breathed in. Plastic sucked into my mouth, but no oxygen accompanied it. The effect was immediate. Panic stormed through my mind, burning any shred of common sense in its way. I tried to move my hands, forgetting instantly that they were trapped behind my back. The shock made me attempt to breathe again.

      Huge mistake. One failed inhale was bad enough. Two was horrific. The film of plastic sank deeper into my mouth. It squeezed the skin around my cheekbones. It didn’t break. No air. Nothing.

      My lungs burned. I felt like I was underwater, struggling in the depths of an ocean. It was torture. It was painful. It was overwhelming. My limbs twisted and writhed, desperate that some kind of movement would suddenly grant me the sweet release of oxygen. Sweat trickled up my spine. Tears flooded my eyes, blurring my already distorted vision. My conscious was fading. The darkness pouring in. The humming intensified, increasing with every moment until it was all I could comprehend. I was moments from death. A fraction from the finish line.

      Then everything went impossibly dark. At first, I thought that was it. The grand beyond. The nothing. But I was pretty certain that death was more of an all-or-nothing type of deal, and I could feel the erratic beating of my heart pounding away in my chest.

      The bag came free. Not all the way, but enough that had to mean Jack had let go of his end and let it hang loose across my face. I gulped a lungful of air and tried to blow it away. It drifted over my nose and came free.

      The room was quiet. The light I’d sought comfort in earlier had died, and the impenetrable vibrations had ceased, as had the nauseating humming noise. Everything was still.

      Behind me, I heard Jack swear and disappear once more. To where, I had no idea. And just like that, I had a second chance. He could be gone for seconds. He could be gone for minutes. But he would return, and I needed to be a million miles away by then, literally or figuratively. He’d caught me once, he wouldn’t strike gold twice.

      With added vigour, I launched myself back into a swing. Abs crunching. Shoulders arching. My head like a wrecking ball out of control. Forward. Back. Forward. Back. Higher. Higher. Forward. Back. Every bit of my body felt like it was ready to explode. The pressure in my head and torso felt like someone had replaced the blood with liquid concrete. It seemed a miracle that my head hadn’t ripped clean off my neck. The constant movement only amplified the excruciating feeling. But I’d be damned if I gave up. Damned and dead. I reached the eight o’clock. Then four. Back and forth. Back and forth. Then nine o’clock. Then three. Higher and higher. Ten o’clock. Then two. Forward. Back. Forward. Back.

      Then came the eleventh hour.

      The experience felt similar to jumping out of an aeroplane, or so I guessed. I’d never actually done it myself. The sudden weightlessness as my momentum carried me up and free of my restraints felt like one of the longest moments of my life. A day and a half, right there in a millisecond. The rope slipped over the tip of the hook, and like a surfer cresting a wave, there was nowhere to go but down.

      At six foot, I was not a small man, and hanging upside down, my head had been around Jack Dawson’s gut, which meant my feet had hung around nine feet off the ground. That kind of drop onto a soft mattress would knock the wind out of the best of people. But I wasn’t landing on something soft.

      I came down like a boulder, and hit the ruthlessly solid stone floor with a sickening thud on the base of my skull. Everything went numb. And as the air evacuated my lungs, I was gone.
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      James Stone died with his hands and feet bound in a small, dank store room a quarter of a mile under a mountain in Montana. He hit the ground with enough force to shatter his spinal cord, and slipped into the darkness with a mouthful of blood.

      And from the ashes, I was born. As his fingers drifted from the reigns, I took control. Now was the time of the Wolf. And I wouldn’t let something so woeful get the better of me.

      I opened my eyes and acclimatised to the darkness. They had no effect on me. I had lived in the shadows my whole life. But now I wanted daylight, and there was none of it down here.

      The problem I faced first was the binds around my wrists. James had come down hard on his back, and the hands had softened the blow of his backside. The joints ached, but I could wiggle my fingers without too much pain. Nothing broken. I rocked on my side, then up onto my knees. Then, like a jack-in-a-box, I launched straight up off my knees to my feet.

      With my hands bound, I couldn’t reach the blade in my boot, if it was even there anymore after everything that had happened. I needed something else. There wasn’t much in the room save for the hook above my head, and a couple of pipes lining the adjacent wall. Something flowed inside with enough pressure to make the thick cast iron tube rattle in its fixture. Taking care not to fall over and having to repeat the process, I hopped across the room towards them. Straight away, I could feel the heat coming off the centre pipe. It would do the job, with a sacrifice.

      I twisted around and positioned the tape around my wrists against the pipe. The heat was intense. Even before I pressed against it, I felt the burn in my hands and forearms.

      No time like the present.

      I pushed back and snarled as the searing heat worked through the tape and into my skin. I fought every instinct in my head to flee, and pushed harder. The stench of cooked flesh met my nostrils. My muscles shuddered. My teeth ground together. I wanted to shout. But I didn’t.

      It lasted only seconds. The tape gave way, and my hands snapped to my sides. I dropped forwards, twisted around and worked at the ropes around my ankles. Ignored the excruciating pain in my hands. I had no time for it. My eyes watered. My head throbbed. I fought through it. Time waits for no wolf.

      The ropes came loose with ease, and in seconds I was on my feet and ready to go. But there was one more thing I wanted from the room, and it hung nine foot off the ground with nothing to do but kill time.

      While the supports holding the hook in place were as stoic as Norse Gods, the hook itself was less stationary. Held in place on a rusted chain link, pulling it free took nothing more than a little finger work and some patience. In the palm of my hand, the hook was a formidable weapon. The edge wasn’t the sharpest thing the world had ever seen, but the point would cut deep if you swung it right. That was all I needed. That and a shot at Jack Dawson’s throat.

      Outside the room was a corridor. It looked as dark and dank and void of life as the room. I was at the far end. Nowhere to go but left. I set off at a run. Silent and deadly. Like a wolf. Toward the danger. At the end of the corridor, the path split two ways. Left and right. Left looked like more of the same. Right looked like a set of stairs that led down. I didn’t want down. I wanted out. I needed air. I needed freedom. I went two for two and headed left. I listened to the ambient sounds. The vibrations. The humming. No people. Not yet. I reached the end of the corridor and turned right.

      Which was where everything changed. I came face to face with my first problem. A door. Except it wasn’t a door in the most primitive of senses. It looked like the vault door to all of life’s secrets. Behind it could be anything, the eighth wonder of the world, or the secret recipe to Coke. I slung the hook around my wrist and clasped the giant wheel protruding from the centre. I gave it a twist. It was heavy, but it gave way. Nothing was going to stop me today. I heaved and twisted until it loosened the lock mechanisms and groaned open. I gave it a push and squeezed through the gap.

      The room on the other side was not what I’d expected. About the height and length of a double-decker bus, and easily the width of three laid down on their sides, the room was home to what I guessed to be the source of the humming. Six enormous generators stood in rows of three directly in front of me. However, only one of them seemed to be fully operational, judging by how enthusiastically it wobbled. The other five looked as dead as a slice of roadkill. No sound whatsoever coming from any of them.

      But they weren’t my chief concern.

      The three men standing around them were.

      The closest man was Jack Dawson, standing with a ream of paper clasped in his hand. He had his back to me, but I recognised his clothes. The other two men were shorter and thinner, but more of an immediate problem as they were looking right in my direction. Maybe the sound of the door opening drew their attention. Maybe it was just plain bad luck on my behalf. Whatever. It didn’t matter. It was time to fight.

      They came at me in a pair. Two short, stocky guys with their fists balled up ready for a brawl. No guns, which was going to work superbly in my favour. But I bet Jack Dawson had one stuffed in the back of his trousers. So I wanted to be halfway to him before he got the chance to pull it out. He was on the disadvantage. As his buddies approached, he was still facing the wrong way, still clutching a stack of papers in his hand, and still focused on the disabled generators. But he was a soldier way back when, which meant he could be up and ready in half the time a regular joe would.

      So I had to act fast. I unsheathed my hook and sprinted at the two approaching guys. The hook was in my left hand, which meant it was going to be lodged in the guy on the right’s temple as soon as humanly possible. And it was. They only realised I was armed as the pointed tip of the hook swung past the eyes of the guy on the left, and plunged into the soft spot on the now dead guy’s head. And as the guy on the left realised he was in the shit, I thrust my left knee up into his groin and flicked my forehead into his nose. Two for two, down in about two seconds. One dead. One disabled. Neither getting up in a hurry. Just like we were taught.

      But as the guy on the left hit the deck, Jack Dawson was already dancing the dance of the US Army. He had a pistol in his hands that was quickly making its way up to my direction. He probably had his fingers around the grip before he knew what he was doing. Such was the power of a soldier.

      But I was a hunter, and I had powers of my own.

      The sound of the first bullet echoed through the room, ricocheting off the walls and ceiling, and amplified by the acoustics of a cold, solid structure, so that one bullet sounded like an entire magazine was coming my way. But I was already out of its path. I darted left, behind the working generator, which not only provided me cover, but forced Dawson to move. He wouldn’t shoot up his one working generator, not even for me.

      Sure enough, as I reached the rear of the generator, I could hear the sounds of furtive boots slapping over the noise of the engine. So I stopped dead and kept my eyes ahead, not behind. A brawler would follow me like a cat with a mouse. A soldier would try to cut me off.

      Jack Dawson played the role perfectly, and as he emerged directly in front of me, I swung the bloodied hook up towards the spot where his jaw met his neck. He ducked back just in time, which meant the pistol he had intended to point at me now had to contend with a sudden lurch back. I batted at his wrist with my right fist, which knocked the pistol free and sent it clattering down into the corner of the room. Not far enough away to be moot, but still a risk should one choose to go for it.

      The soldier in Jack Dawson did exactly what it was meant to do. It went on the attack. In quick succession, he sent two sharp punches my way. Both aimed for the head. Pow pow. The first missed by a fraction. The second hit dead on. Right beneath my nose.

      I stumbled back and in stunned confusion, I dropped the hook. Dawson went for it, but I managed to kick it out the way, and used the movement to shoulder barge him back towards the generator.

      The thing about soldiers, is that they are trained in the art of control. They might grow up with fighting in their blood, but they aren’t taught it. They’re taught to assess, to aim, to measure up a situation and find the right angle. It all comes in handy when you put a gun in their hands and tell them to shoot, but not so much when you put them with just their fists in a life or death situation.

      But to serve in the Marines is to be of a higher calibre. And Jack Dawson hadn’t just spent an hour hanging upside down being used as a punching bag. All he’d done was the punching. He was trained. He was focused, but not too focused. He was a serious threat.

      With my shoulder still lodged in his chest, pinning him to the generator, Dawson did the only thing he could. He threw his elbow down into my back and kicked me away. I fell down and scrambled away, and came up right next to the discarded pistol. He saw it. I saw it. And we both knew what would come next.

      He launched at me like a wild animal with his hands outstretched and his eyes wide with rage. He landed on me as my fingers slipped in around the grip, and he punched down twice on the back of my hand. I flicked my head back and caught him in the face with the back of my skull. He stopped his attack for a moment, which gave me enough time to wriggle around and swing the weapon up between us.

      Dawson played a wild card. He gave up his fight or flight instinct. He let all of his six foot and two-hundred or so pounds of flesh and bone sandwich the pistol between us. I could feel it, pressed against my ribs, doing the same to him too. If I fired, it had as much chance hurting me as it did him. Not exactly fifty-fifty odds, because there was no definite way of telling where the muzzle was facing, but not far off.

      I fired anyway. I wasn’t going to let near equal odds get the better of me. I felt the intense heat of the muzzle blast singe my stomach, and felt something sharp skip across my skin. But that was it. A surface wound at best.

      Jack Dawson let out a yelp of pain and moved back like a dog scolded by its master. As he rose up and moved away, I felt blood splatter down on my hand. I looked and saw the wound through a tear in his shirt. Not much more than what I could have suffered, but enough to shock a man who wasn’t expecting it. And his instincts betrayed him, because moving up and out of the way was exactly what I wanted.

      Like a cowboy in a showdown, I levelled the pistol by my waist and squeezed the trigger. Once. Twice. Three times. Three neat little holes in the midnight blue shirt. Three waves of shock in his torso.

      Jack Dawson went down like his brother. On his back, looking up at the man who had beaten him. Gargled words forming on the lips, but no substance to them. Nothing heard. Unlike Carl Dawson, I granted him a little mercy. I fired once into his head, and watched him sag like a deflated balloon on the stone floor.

      Don’t mess with wolves, pal.

      I spent a final round on the man I’d head butted. I didn’t want witnesses. That wasn’t how I do things. I left the three dead men where they were, and scanned the room. No other ways out besides the door I’d entered through. A dead end. I had to go deeper.

      Back through the corridor, I found the stairs leading down and, with no other choice, I headed down. My boots on the stairs sounded like a klaxon, but there was no other way about it. I had no other options. Down or nothing.

      The walls closed in. Made me feel trapped. Caged. I didn’t like it. Too small. Too enclosed. The air felt heavy. The light was too bright. Too electric. It made my head hurt. Felt the pounding in my brain. A ticking bomb. Tick. Tick. Tick. About to explode.

      I fought through it, running down corridor after endless corridor. Bars on the walls. Smells of death. Lights burning my eyes. Walls crushing my sides. Air burning my lungs. I needed out. Needed out. Needed out.

      Cages all around me. Bars on walls. Smells of death. Decay. Forgotten air left to fester. Shadows lurking behind bars. Groans and coughs. Not outside. Not clean. Not free. Needed out.

      A door up ahead. Different to the others I passed. Looked strong and purposeful and intentional. The air smelt different. Clearer. Cooler. Wilder. I scratched at the handle. Twisted it around and around and around until it yielded. Threw all my weight into it. Pushed it open.

      It gave way. Not to the outside. Not yet. But close. Close. I needed it now. Now. Not soon. Now. I ran. Kept running. Past shapes I couldn’t focus on. Sounds were loud and strong and alien and not the whistle of clean air or the rustle of tall trees or the beauty of birdsong. I ran past them. Searched for the exit. Searched for clean air. Nothing yet. Nothing.

      Another person. Running at me. I fired again and again. Bullets hitting. Not killing. More gunshots. Coming at me. Missing. I leapt at the figure. Clawed at the face. Squeezed the eyes. Crushed the throat. Killed. Killed. Killed. Dead. Blood on my hands. On my face. In my mouth. I got up and kept going. Didn’t even register the face.

      Another whiff of clean air. I followed it like a shark with blood. Needed it. I saw the door. A dot on a bright wall. The lights searing into me. Bubbling my flesh. I fumbled blindly at the handle. Heaved it this way and that. It came loose. I pushed and pushed and pushed.

      Oxygen. Clean. Fresh. Oxygen.

      I staggered out into the snow. Felt the beautiful substance invigorate my soul. Heal me. I ran. Ignored everything. I just needed the trees. The snow. The freedom. The pain in my head was unbearable. Squeezing and bursting and bulging. Outside wasn’t curing it. It was a tumour. Killing me. I knew what it was. Knew it because I had been it. Squeezing and bursting and bulging. Trying to hurt. Trying to destroy. It was him. Undead. Revived.

      I kept going. Couldn’t let him win. It was my turn. He’d had his fun. It was my chance to fix his mistakes. Kept running. Branches snagged my face and arms. I ignored them. They were nothing. Nothing compared to the pain in my head. Behind my eyes. Constricting my throat. Humming in my ears. He wouldn’t win. It was my turn.

      My legs came out from under me. I hit the snow. Felt the cold on my face. He was winning. I couldn’t let him. Not now. Not after everything. It was my chance. I pushed myself up. Kept going. Kept running. Away from here.

      My legs wouldn’t work. I tried and tried and tried but they wouldn’t work. He held them back. Pushed me down in the snow once more. Pain in my head was too much. Too much. I couldn’t let him. Too much pain. Too much. Couldn’t let him.

      I dropped. Tried to breathe. Lungs felt solid. Waterlogged. I was drowning. Drowning in air. Couldn’t think. Couldn’t feel. Couldn’t move. Couldn’t fight. Couldn’t win. I gasped. Looked at the setting sun. Stolen away too soon. My chance at an end. He was winning.

      I breathed. Breathed. Breathed. Nothing going in. Nothing working.

      I shut my eyes.

      Felt him take control.

      The boy wonder was reborn.
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      I woke, not lying on my back in a bunker, but face down in the snow with an intense pain running from the tip of my skull all the way down to my coccyx. I didn’t want to move, lest the sight before me turn out to be some manifestation of my wearied brain. So I lay there, face slowly turning to ice, watching the final fingers of sunset creep over the distant trees.

      Nothing changed. The manifestation felt real enough. My face was numb. The cold felt like toothpicks slowly working their way into my brain. I had to move. Slowly, I lifted up my head, and brought my hands up to brush off the excess water. As my fingers touched my nose, I winced. The skin had bruised something terrible. Not broken, but not far off. Yet that was not the worst of the pain I felt.

      That award went to my stomach, which as I rolled over to check appeared to have been grazed by something. Maybe a knife or a bullet. My wrists too showed signs of minor burns. The skin was red, and the hairs singed. Not only that, but my shirt was stained with blood, and there was a pistol squished into my trouser pocket. What the hell had happened to me?

      Nothing from the Wolf. His absence only fuelled the unsettled energy coursing through my veins. A blackout was one thing if I woke up in the same position I was in before, but this was something else, and I didn’t like it. I tried to summon him to the forefront of my mind, but in the shadows he lurked. A silent entity in an already troubled soul.

      For now, his explanation would have to wait. I looked around at my surroundings. I was a fair way down the mountain, judging by how high it stretched up behind me, and down below I could make out the warm glow of Second Solace.

      I had a choice to make, and both answers felt like the right thing to do. Should I go back to Second Solace and make contact with the FBI, or should I return to the bunker and look for Agent Noble? Both had their merits, and I knew calling Miles or Whyte without a solid location on their partner would heed only more agro from the federal agents. But I couldn’t leave it any longer. Everything had been in flux since the moment I last made the call and spoke to the mystery voice on the other end of the line. I had to find out what had happened. Good or bad may the outcome be, it was better than uncertainty.

      So down I went. Towards the danger. I wasn’t worried about being spotted on my approach. A moonless night swamped the land, robbing all light that wasn’t man made. My eyes slowly acclimatised, which made the journey a little easier, and the strange new boots adorning my feet kept me from getting too much colder.

      I headed for the minefield, not the main entrance. Going that way would be suicide. I had to assume Cece had gotten the word out that I was an enemy to their way of life, which meant every man, woman and child would be after my blood. My list of friends had dwindled all the way back down to zilch. Well, give or take one person.

      As I reached the start of the boulders, I paused and tried to remember the track I’d last used. So much had happened since then that the memory had ebbed and faded. Not so much of a problem if you’re trying to remember the shortcut back through the fields to your house, but in a minefield it was life or death. I eyed each boulder, trying to figure if I had a better connection to it than the next. I observed their distinctive features and found one I liked the look of.

      I stepped out and didn’t explode. Nor did I after the second step, or the third, or fourth, or fifth. I made it all the way to the boulder without turning into a firework. Then I repeated the process all over again.

      It took far longer to traverse the boulder field than I would have liked. But I preferred a cautious approach to a dead one. At the fence, I found the spot I’d snuck through before and gave it a wiggle. It came loose, and I hoisted myself back into enemy territory. The patrolling guards were far off to my right, walking amiably in the other direction. Completely clueless, just like I liked them. I replaced the loose boards and headed for the trees.

      I took a steady, silent route back to Gail’s house. The lights were off, and my upstairs window was shut. If Gail had been in to tidy up and noticed the window was unlocked, I was in trouble, but I figured she had bigger fish to fry at the moment, what with her father being usurped and all. Making sure no one was around to catch me mid act, I clambered up onto the ledge and perched beside the window. The satellite phone was exactly where I had left it, buried under a couple of inches of snow beneath the window sill. I brushed off the snow and tucked it under my armpit. I wanted to make the call inside, preferably.

      I tried the window. It was heavy, but not locked. I breathed a sigh of relief and slithered inside. With my feet flat on the ground, I held my breath and listened. My hand slipped around the grip of the pistol, but there were no signs of life in the house. Perhaps Gail was by her father’s side. Perhaps she was defending him from attackers. Even so, I stayed still and listened to the rustle in the trees and a whole lot of nothing else for a good few minutes before I was satisfied.

      I took the phone out of the plastic wrapping and checked it over. Nothing looked broken or tampered with. Hopefully no one had discovered it in my absence. I flicked the button beside the screen and waited for it to light up.

      Then I made the call.

      I listened to the buzz of the outgoing call and waited for a response.

      ‘What are you doing?’

      The voice came not from the satellite phone in my hand, but behind me by the door. I jumped and spun round, raising the pistol as I did. Gail was standing there, framed in the open door.

      ‘Jesus Christ, Gail. You almost gave me a heart attack.’

      She didn’t respond to that. Her eyes flicked between the satellite phone and the gun. Gone was the smiling persona I had come to recognise. I thumbed the call end button on the satellite phone.

      ‘You didn’t answer my question,’ she said eventually. ‘What are you doing?’

      I thought about trying to hide the phone or lower the gun. In the end I did neither.

      ‘Cece sentenced me to death,’ I said. ‘She locked me up in the bunker with Jack Dawson. I managed to escape.’

      ‘That doesn’t answer my question, James.’

      There was no denying the hostility in her voice. But then, I had a gun pointed at her. I lowered it enough to make a point. I wasn’t her enemy. Not unless she threw the first stone.

      ‘I’m trying to call for help,’ I said. ‘I can’t stay here. I need to get out while I still can.’

      ‘Where did you get the phone?’ she asked. No movement in her posture. No twitching fingers looking for a weapon. No aggression whatsoever, despite that in her voice.

      ‘I found it while I was escaping. I thought I might be able to call someone to pick me up.’

      ‘Who were you calling?’

      I said nothing.

      ‘Who were you calling, James?’

      She took one step forwards. A bold, confident movement, like she was preparing for a fight. I kept my fingers interlaced with the pistol. I didn’t raise it.

      ‘A friend,’ I said eventually.

      ‘Who is your friend?’ she asked. It was a loaded question, like she was asking who would have the audacity to be my friend, but I didn’t think she meant it that way.

      ‘Someone I helped out a couple of times who owes me a favour.’

      ‘A woman?’

      Again, there was something to her tone. It felt ludicrous to admit it, but it sounded like jealousy.

      I nodded.

      ‘Is she a cop?’ she asked.

      I let out a fake laugh.

      ‘You think any law-abiding citizen would want to help me?’ I laughed.

      Her face darkened.

      ‘Some might,’ she sniffed. ‘Some might have thought you were worth helping.’

      And just like it had during our candlelit dinner, a cloud of discomfort returned. Silence permeated the small bedroom. I resisted the urge to swan dive out the window to escape it. Instead, I changed the subject.

      ‘How’s your father?’ I asked.

      Her attitude deflated somewhat at that. Instead of irritable, she looked forlorn. Like a balloon left out in the sun for a couple of days. Her arms sagged and her expression darkened.

      ‘He keeps losing consciousness,’ she sighed. ‘The doctors say he needs to have a scan on his brain to see what the damage is. But you know how he is. He doesn’t want to leave, and given the circumstances, I don’t blame him. This is his home.’

      ‘It won’t be for long if Cece isn’t stopped,’ I said. ‘She already made one attempt on his life. She won’t have any qualms at having a second bash on home territory.’

      ‘What are you talking about?’ she asked, looking genuinely puzzled.

      ‘Cece, she was responsible for the ambush,’ I said. ‘The people that attacked us came from here, Gail. I saw Carl Dawson with my own eyes. Cece sent them to kill us.’

      ‘That can’t be true,’ she said. ‘Cecilia loves Cage more than anyone. She wouldn’t risk his life.’

      ‘I don’t know what to tell you, Gail. She’s responsible. She tried to pin it on me. Like I had the chance to plan something so elaborate.’

      She shook her head.

      ‘I don’t believe it,’ she said. ‘I should go speak to her. It can’t hurt to get her side of the story.’

      ‘Gail, if you do that she’ll likely kill you too. You’re the boss’s daughter. You’ve got a target on your head as much as me.’ I turned the satellite phone over in my hand. Thought about what I was about to say. ‘You could come with me. We could get out of here together. You could have a life away from this place.’

      Another silence.

      ‘I can’t,’ she said. ‘This is my home. My parents built this place together. Someday it’ll be mine to look after.’

      ‘This place will be a pile of ash long before you get the chance. If Cece is planning an attack somewhere, the Government will come down on this place with everything it has. And like it or not, but wood walls and an underground bunker won’t do shit against them.’

      Her eyes bore into mine like drills.

      ‘What attack?’ she asked.

      ‘I don’t know. All I know is she has something up her sleeve.’

      ‘Who told you about that?’

      ‘Your father did,’ I said.

      ‘My father?’ She opened her mouth as though to say something, but changed her mind and shook her head once more. ‘No. I need to go. I need to talk to him about all this.’ She looked at me before turning. ‘You should be careful, James. This place is a lot more dangerous than you give it credit for.’

      And before I could respond, she turned and left. Only her scent remained.

      I didn’t make the call straight away. Instead, I waited until I heard the front door shut, and watched Gail walk away through the snow. Then I pressed the button on the phone once more and held it to my ear.

      Ringing. Ringing.

      Something didn’t feel right. Not with the call, but in the real world. My senses were alert. I’d felt it before, usually when the police were about to burst into a room and arrest me. I looked out the window, stared at the tracks in the snow left by Gail. Something wasn’t right.

      I ended the call again and heaved open the window once more. I dropped down into the snow and hustled across to the trees. I picked a spot dense enough to hide me from sight, but left me enough visibility on Gail’s house. I dug out a spot in the snow and tucked myself down low. Then I waited.

      It was strange. Normally, I attributed this instinct to the Wolf. His expertise lay in the shadows, always watching, always waiting. This sense of unease was right in his ballpark, yet it was definitely my own instinct that sensed danger. Since waking up on the side of the mountain, his absence had been noted. Like a tumour removed, I felt lighter, emptier, better.

      Now all that remained was to see if my instincts were as sharp as his.

      My hole was deep enough to have parted the snow and make way for the disheveled blades of grass to make an appearance, but it didn’t stop the cold from soaking into my bones. I’d been cold for so long I could barely remember what warmth felt like. If I made it out alive, I would have to seek out a secluded Mediterranean beach, and wile away the days baking in the golden sun.

      Not today though. Nor tomorrow. Maybe never.

      I wasn’t sure what it was I felt. There was undeniably something between Gail and I. A friendship, maybe. Maybe more? Not that it would have ever gotten that far. But was it enough to ensure her loyalty? Maybe. Maybe not. She was definitely loyal to her home, and if she saw me as a threat, then I wouldn’t be surprised if she did rat me out. But she too was one of the few people I’d met over the last year that didn’t see me as a terrorist and a traitor. She looked at me and didn’t see inherent evil. She saw me.

      There was movement off to my left. I spotted it behind the tall, thick trunks surrounding me. A flash of colour. There one second. Gone the next. There it was again, further left. Closer. Not coming at me. A different destination in mind. And there was more than one. And their approach was far from silent. People. Lots of them. Maybe ten, maybe twenty. They cleared the trees and approached the house ahead of me, weapons raised and ready for combat. No prizes to the person who guessed what they were here for.

      I couldn’t hide the feeling of betrayal. It dampened my spirits more than snow could ever. Yet it was no surprise, and it caused me no qualms. While soldiers stormed the empty cottage, I retreated into the trees.

      There was a great stillness to the world as I searched for somewhere to make the call. Night had claimed everything, leaving only shadows and secrets. I found a spot where I figured no one would overhear me, and switched on the satellite phone for the third time to make the call.

      The seconds ticked by. Five. Ten.

      The call was answered.

      Silence.

      ‘This is James Stone, can you hear me? Over.’

      More seconds passed. More silence.

      ‘I wish to speak to Agent Jonah Miles or Kayden Whyte. Over.’ I said.

      ‘I’m afraid that won’t be possible, Mr Stone.’ It was the same voice I’d heard the last time. Deeper, older, impatient.

      ‘Can I ask who I am speaking to?’ I asked.

      ‘My name is Alexander Pierce. I am the Executive Director for Counterterrorism and Counterintelligence. You must forgive me for our last conversation. Things were far from calm on our end. And I have to say, I didn’t expect to speak to you again.’

      ‘Why is that?’

      ‘Because you are a wanted fugitive, and I don’t often get the-’ he paused, ‘-pleasure to speak to such people in your situation in this manner.’

      ‘Where are Agents Miles and Whyte?’

      ‘They have been relieved of their posts. They acted without authority conducting this little mission in the wilderness and have breached numerous codes of conduct in doing so. It would appear that in foresight of this, they have abandoned their duties and are currently MIA.’

      ‘MIA?’ I asked.

      ‘It means “missing in action.”’ said Pierce.

      ‘I know what it means, I’m just surprised to hear it.’

      ‘They won’t get far, and they’ll pay the price for their disservice.’

      I said nothing. The trees swayed in the darkness.

      ‘I must admit, I am glad you called,’ said Pierce.

      ‘Sounds like you wanted to ask me out.’

      ‘I’ll cut to the chase, Mr Stone, because neither you nor I have the time to spare bouncing witticisms off one another. You are a wanted man, and you have been hoodwinked by my agents into a dangerous situation, for which I can only apologise.’

      ‘It’s not your fault.’

      ‘And while that may be technically true, it’ll be my ass that bites the bullet if they aren’t brought back soon. But that is not the sole excuse for my apology.’

      ‘Then what is?’

      ‘I believe Agents Miles and Whyte coerced you into cooperation through, shall we say, insalubrious methods?’

      ‘If by insalubrious, you mean kidnapping my wife, the mother of my son, and using her as collateral, then yes, I think we can agree on the use of the phrase.’

      ‘And therein lies the rub,’ said Executive Director Pierce. ‘When they initially detailed their request to detain you, I was led to believe it would be for the sole purpose of acquiring intelligence, not this lone cowboy act. I noticed the cracks in the plan when they failed to submit daily reports, or give any actionable progress over the telephone. So I made plans of my own. I decided to come and visit them in person. An impromptu visit. I wanted an update.’

      ‘Seems reasonable, given your position.’

      ‘I’m glad you see it that way, Mr Stone. However, when I arrived and discovered that not only was the intelligence mission a lie, but that you were no longer even in the same state as my agents, I was not a happy man. I busted heads and demanded the truth. Which was exactly what I got. The whole nine yards of it. I’m telling you this, Mr Stone, because while you are still a fugitive, you are also a human being, last I checked. And the pain my agents put you through should not continue any further.’

      ‘What are you saying here?’ I asked.

      ‘What I’m saying is this. Agent Miles and Agent Whyte don’t have your wife. They never did.’
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      I felt numb. The ringing in my ears intensified. Louder and louder until I could barely hear the low, heavy breathing of Executive Director Alexander Pierce down the line. I didn’t even know if I was breathing myself.

      ‘I saw her,’ I whispered.

      ‘You saw an actress hired on the Government dime and a nifty bit of computer work to make it look like your wife. That is all. I cannot apologise enough for the distress this must have caused, but please seek comfort in the knowledge she is not a hostage of rogue federal agents.’

      Silence followed. My mouth felt bone dry. I couldn't make sense of it. I had seen her. Sophie. I had risked everything for her.

      ‘Are you still there, Mr Stone?’ Pierce asked.

      I nodded. Realised he couldn’t see me nodding.

      ‘Yes,’ I said.

      ‘Good. Now, I need you to listen to me very carefully. This mission you are on is hereby disbanded. Given your position, I am asking that you make your way immediately to the nearest Sheriff’s Department and turn yourself in. If you do so, I give you my word that I will attest at your trial this most unfortunate of situations. Now, my word means you won’t see a death sentence, and may be reduced down to somewhere in the ballpark of fifty years. Thirty with good behaviour. A young man like you will be out in no time, and the way your generation is living, you’ll last till you're one hundred. That’s more of your life out and free.’

      He waited for a response. He got none.

      ‘That offer is a one-time deal,’ he continued. ‘If you try to run or screw me over, I will make it my personal mission to see you captured and in an electric chair. I will pull the damn switch myself if you try anything. Do you understand?’

      ‘Obey or die,’ I said. ‘I understand.’

      ‘I’m glad you’re seeing some sense. Now, I need-’

      ‘Why don’t you come here and get me?’ I asked, cutting him off. ‘You’ve got the tracker in my neck, right? Can’t you just come and pick me up in a chopper?’

      A long pause.

      ‘It appears the tracking device embedded in you has malfunctioned,’ he said. ‘You must have the luck of the Irish. In all my years, I have never seen one go dark, and I have seen a lot of them out in the field.’

      I rubbed the lump behind my ear.

      ‘So you can’t see me on your map?’ I asked.

      ‘Mr Stone, I see you heading down a dark road here. I’d advise you not to let those thoughts wander any further.’

      ‘And you don’t have my wife in custody?’

      ‘As far as the American Government is concerned, we don’t have a clue where your wife is.’

      I ended the call. Flipped the satellite phone over in my hand and pulled the case off the back. Took out the battery. Dropped it on the floor and stamped it into the snow. Did the same to the phone itself. Smashed the damn thing into pieces. Covered the wreckage up with snow. I was done with it. Done with the FBI. Done with Second Solace.

      Done with the whole fucking thing. Gail. Cece. Cage. America. The entirety of the human population. Fucking done.

      I was seeing red. Feeling the anger pulsing in my heart. Through my veins. Into my fingertips. I punched the tree. Once. Twice. Four. Five. Ten times. Beat it till my hands turned bloody. Wanted to swear. Wanted to shout and scream and burn the whole fucking world to the ground. They had played me. The FBI. Miles. Whyte. Used me for their agenda. Not anymore. I hoped they failed. Hoped they never found Noble, or the bomb, or stopped the attack. Let it all burn. The whole fucking world.

      I pictured their faces. Miles and Whyte. The goatee and the bleached teeth. I saw them sitting across the table from me, chewing fucking gum and filling me in on their little scheme, all the while knowing their hold on me was bullshit. I pictured myself leaping over the table. Jamming my thumbs into their eyes. Smashing those teeth with a hammer. Stomping on that goatee. I wanted them to die. Slowly. Painfully. By my hand.

      I headed off into the trees. Didn’t know which way I was going. Just knew I needed to get out of Second Solace. Find a car and drive. Far, far away. Let them try to find me. The FBI, Second Solace. Let them try. My fingers squeezed the grip of the stolen pistol. Let them fucking try. I’ll kill them all. Every last one of them.

      I was making too much noise. I needed to calm down. I took a moment. Tried to breathe. It didn’t work. I needed to let it out. Needed to break and crush and fucking burn the whole thing. Miles and Whyte. Their payment would come soon enough. But I needed to do something now. Right now. Right this goddamn second. Cece, and Shotgun Joe, and Jack Dawson. And all the others who had looked down their noses at me.

      ‘You can scratch Jack Dawson off that list.’

      It was the Wolf. Resurfacing in the storm. Shedding some light onto the darkness. The blood. The gun. The blackout.

      ‘I may have had something to do with that,’ he muttered.

      I didn’t care. Didn’t care what had happened anymore, so long as it didn’t again. And I wouldn’t let it. I was in charge. Not him. Never him.

      I checked the pistol. Three bullets. Not enough to go in anywhere guns blazing. More than enough to end a life or three. Cece would be first then. She could pay. Then Second Solace could die.

      I headed for the courthouse. Cece might be there, angry that I had slipped from her grasp. I hoped it. I wanted it. I kept moving. Ignoring the cold and the dark and the rustling in the trees. Kept moving forwards. Imagined watching the life drain from her black eyes. Fuck it. If the world wanted a monster, that’s what I’ll be. That’s what they taught me to be.

      I didn’t know what time it was. Didn’t know where anyone would likely be. But if Cece was the vicious bitch I thought she was, she wouldn’t haul her arse out of Cage’s chair for anything short of the apocalypse. I skirted around the settlement, clinging to the darkest of shadows, away from the light and activity. The courthouse was up ahead, shining like the North Star. Something big was happening inside. No other reason to have nearly every light in the damn place burning oil.

      I looped around to the back. A couple of sentries stood on guard outside. Another of Cece’s additions. Cage had not deemed it necessary, but Cage had been a fool. He hadn’t seen what was coming right in front of his own eyes. I watched the sentries. They didn’t move. Eyes scanning the night for intruders. Assault rifles in hands. Ready for combat. I had the pistol and three rounds. But it was too loud to use without drawing everyone in Second Solace out to join in. I drifted further back, so that I was confident no one would see me and kept going.

      I continued round to the side. No one guards the side. Not the windows. They guard doors and think that everyone has never thought of using a window to gain entry. Cece’s men were the same. They were blind in the foresight department.

      I checked out the windows. Two on the ground floor, but neither looked like the kind that opened without a rock busting through. The ones on the second floor were better, but they were almost twenty feet in the air. The nearest trees had been cut to stumps, probably to counter situations such as the one I faced. And unless I wanted to spend half an hour rolling snow around into a ball big enough to climb up, I wasn’t getting in without a new plan.

      I needed a ladder. I’d seen them on the posts the guards used to watch the gates, but getting one of them without being spotted would be as simple as learning how to turn myself invisible and walk through the front door. But I bet there was more than one ladder in the whole place. And I knew just where to look.

      I headed back in the direction of the clinic. The neighbouring building had looked like some kind of workshop. It was my best bet to find what I needed. The more I walked, the more I cooled down, physically and mentally. I was still mad. Livid. But storming around in the dark wasn’t going to make that any better. If anything, it was going to get me spotted and shot. Cooler heads were required.

      The walk took about twice as long as I’d expected due to the fact Second Solace was a busy metropolis of angry mercenaries. News of my escape had no doubt spread, which had forced many denizens out into the woods to hunt. As I waited, ducked low behind the largest tree I could find to allow a particularly large group of Second Solacers to mosey on by, I thought of Sophie. Not in custody. Not even in America. Somewhere out there. Hopefully alive. Hopefully well. Hopefully happy. She may never know what I had gone through, thinking her life was in peril at the hands of rogue Federal Agents. She may never know any of what I had been through.

      I tried to take my mind off it. Away from the prospect of never seeing her again. It helped me none, to let my mind wander away from the present. The past was the past, and the future was none of my concern for now. The present was all I needed.

      The group passed by, and I continued. Always watchful. Never spotted. Through the trees, I spotted my destination. The clinic and workshop sat side by side like misshapen siblings. Lights were on inside the clinic, but the workshop was dark. Just how I liked it.

      Just like the courthouse, I looped around, approaching the building from behind. As I skirted past the clinic, I could hear voices inside. The words were too muffled and quiet to hear, but it kept me on my toes. I squeezed into the darkest recesses of the buildings and moved onwards.

      There was no door in the back of the workshop. No windows either. I cursed my poor luck and kept going. The front it would be then. I continued my anti-clockwise trajectory and came up on the workshop from the side I had driven in on that morning. It felt like a lifetime ago. No one was around. No patrolling guards. No pitchfork-wielding citizens. No one. Silence. Excellent.

      I slipped inside and looked around. No lights. Not that I wanted any. But the darkness was so pure that it took a while to adjust. I stayed put. I didn’t want to bash into anything wandering blind, and movement drew attention. No reason to do it until it was necessary. I waited minutes, letting my eyes adjust, letting the murky shapes adopt some sense of reason. Then I started to search.

      A ladder is not a simple item to hide. It is obtuse. Intrusive. It’s the kind of thing you bump into when you forget it’s leant up in the garage. It’s the kind of thing you move again and again searching for the perfect spot to leave it. In a workshop, it’s the kind of item that gets hung up on a wall or ceiling, or relegated to the storerooms.

      I looked around. Checked the walls and ceilings and saw nothing. No ladders. I checked under the workbenches, and behind the cupboards. Nothing. I checked the storeroom at the back of the building. Nada. Zilch. No ladders. I opened all the doors and checked all the cupboards. Nothing. Not a single damn ladder. Which made zero sense to me. They had to be somewhere.

      There had to be something. Rome wasn’t built in a day, but you can be damn certain they used a ladder for the tall bits. Same logic applied to Second Solace. These people weren’t magical. They didn’t have wings or extra long arms. They used ladders like every other damn fool who goes off into the woods to build his own private empire.

      I looked around one last time. The only room I hadn’t checked was the toilet, because for all its majesty, Second Solace did not do toilets justice. It was little more than a hole in the ground, and it smelt as bad as an unsanitised hole in the ground can possibly get. It made me gag just thinking about it. But nothing ventured was nothing gained, so I had to look.

      There it was. Propped up against the wall, with the unholy stink of festering shit all the company it was going to get, was the ladder. Not much higher than one storey, and as old as the building it rested inside of. But it would do the job.

      I hauled it out of the toilet room with the taint of body produce fresh in my nostrils and propped it up on the nearby worktop while I worked to recover from the ordeal. It took a couple of minutes of breathing fresh air in through my nose and out through my mouth to do it, but the nausea passed eventually. I returned to the ladder, hoisted it up onto my shoulder, then I heard something.

      Voices. Not low and conversational. Angry and hostile. One a man. One a woman.

      I lowered the ladder and snatched up a hammer off the wall. I bent down low and crept towards the mouth of the workshop. I peered out and looked around. Tried to locate the source of the disturbance.

      It wasn’t far away, and almost immediately I saw who the voices came from. The first was Maddox Cage. He was dressed in the same clothes he’d worn that morning as I dropped him off, yet he looked much worse for wear. His giant frame was weathered and worn. He clung to a wooden crutch that was too small for his stature and forced his posture into that of a crooked old man. But there was a fire in his voice. His words like bullets, peppering his opponent.

      Cece took it all and threw it right back at him. Her retorts like knives, slicing through the stillness back at her former boss. No attempt made to mask their argument. The scene was too heated for that.

      ‘Do not lie to yourself, Maddox,’ she spat. ‘You were as committed to this cause as I am. The only difference is that I did not get cold feet.’

      ‘I didn’t get cold feet. I realised the truth. We cannot win a fight on their terms,’ snarled Cage. ‘We don’t have the tools, or the manpower to win. This isn’t about conquering the whole world. It’s about showing them that we can hold our own.’

      ‘And how can we achieve that without a show of force? What has the last five years been about if not precisely that? What has happened to you Maddox that you have become so blind to what is right in front of you?’

      ‘Oh, I’m not the one who’s blind.’

      ‘Is that true?’ she spat. ‘Then answer me this, how have you lost control of your own home? Your people, they do not follow you, they do not trust you. They look at you and see a coward. A fool. You have allowed snakes into your nest, and they have run rampant.’

      ‘The only snake I see is you, Cecilia.’

      With great effort, he took a step forwards and brought his hand up. He grasped her by the throat, but did not appear to squeeze.

      ‘Get your hands off of me.’

      ‘I gave you everything,’ Cage said. His deep voice no more than a snarl. ‘Everything. I handed you my entire legacy on a silver platter. Why? Because I thought you were my ally, I thought you were my friend.’

      ‘I did exactly as you asked,’ said Cece, her body rigid beneath Cage’s grasp. ‘I followed your orders to the letter. I did everything, everything you wanted. Even as your control waned and others came in for the kill, I defended you.’

      ‘Bullshit,’ Cage barked. ‘You led the charge, and you betrayed me.’

      ‘No.’

      ‘You betrayed the one person who gave you a chance. Anyone else would have kicked you into the dirt and put a bullet between your eyes. Just as you deserved.’

      ‘No.’

      There were tears in her eyes. I could see them running down her cheek and onto Cage’s hand.

      ‘I gave you everything, and you did exactly what you have always done. You destroyed it.’

      ‘Never,’ she screamed. ‘I followed you, because-’

      There was a long pause. Her chest convulsed and heaved.

      ‘Spit it out,’ Cage snapped.

      But she could not finish her sentence. The tears were too intense.

      Cage laughed.

      ‘I should have killed you the moment I saw you,’ he said.

      His fingers squeezed. Even from a distance, I saw her eyes bulge. Saw her mouth open in shock.

      ‘You mean nothing to me, Cecilia,’ he snarled. ‘Nothing. Less than the dirt on my boot.’

      He squeezed tighter. Cece’s hands scratched his. Tears ran down her face.

      ‘James was right about you,’ he roared. ‘You are nothing but a traitor-’

      But he was interrupted before he could finish, as a single gunshot sliced through the night.
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      The sound of the bullet shattered the silence. Echoes reverberated through the night, the clap of the gun bouncing off the trees to create an infinite loop of reality shattering. Neither Cage nor Cece moved, trapped in the moment like flies in a web. Horror etched across both faces. Desperate to cling onto the final fracture of the moments before. Afraid of what came after.

      But it came, just like it always did. The passage of time ticks ever onwards.

      Maddox Cage stumbled backwards, delayed by his own surprise, and fell backwards into the snow. Blood spooled out through his fingers, tainting the pure snow beneath him. He looked from his chest to the woman before him and uttered one single word.

      ‘No.’

      Cece unfroze. Smoke rose from the muzzle of the pistol clasped in her hand. Instead of running to her former boss’s aid, she turned on her heel and ran into the darkness. Her destiny solidified.

      I waited until she was out of my sight, and ran to Cage. He wasn’t dead. Not yet. But it was as certain in his future as the turn from night to day. His eyes met mine as I approached, and something changed in his face.

      I dropped to his side and looked at the damage. The bullet had hit him square in the chest. Not a direct hit on the heart, but close enough to be as decisive. His shirt was thick with blood, as was the ground beneath my feet. Far too much. He didn’t have long.

      ‘Cage, I’m sorry.’

      He opened his mouth, but no words came out. He was too weak. He let go of his chest and clasped his bloodied, shaking hands around mine. They were colder than ice. Deathly. His mouth moved, desperate to speak. All that came out was a murmur. His expression worsened. Angered and upset he couldn’t achieve the simplest of tasks. I leaned in close. Pressed my ear up against his mouth. Felt the warmth of his breath. Smelt the faintest whispers of cigar smoke.

      ‘Thirty-six, ten, fifty-nine, ninety-seven.’

      His voice was hoarse and raddled, sapped of his former strength. I raised my head and looked into his eyes. Pale and fading. Old and wise, yet at the same time youthful and alert. I’d seen it before. It was the sign of fear. The fright of what comes next. The horror of realising that a candle extinguished can never be relit. What comes next is forever and uncertain.

      ‘I’m here with you,’ I said. I squeezed his hand. ‘It’s going to be okay. I’m right here.’

      I knew he wanted to talk. To object and argue and fight and say fuck you to fate. None of it would come. The man was done. Cheat death all you want, it’ll find you one day.

      He let out one final breath. His soul departed, destined for the next life. And all that remained was the shell. Cold and still. I kept hold of his hand. Squeezed lifeless fingers. Tried to quell the rush of emotion in my chest. The man I had been sent to kill was dead. My mission was almost complete. But looking into his eyes, I felt nothing but the icy grip of sorrow. It froze me in place, transfixed and traumatised.

      Something else thawed it out. Something white hot and barbaric.

      Rage.

      I had a new mission now. I wanted blood.

      I ran my fingers across Cage’s eyelids, and folded his arms across his chest. I looked at the watch on his wrist. The screen had cracked, but the hands still worked. Broken but unbeaten. I said a silent prayer, for Cage and for Lee. Then I left.

      I returned to the ladder and looked at it. Thought about my plan. Thought about what else I could do. Steal a vehicle and flee, live to fight another day. Or fight tonight and go down swinging.

      With the hammer in one hand, I checked the tools. I took a screwdriver and an axe. They would do the job. Maximum impact. No need for the ladder. Not anymore. I was going through the door.

      I stormed back out into the night. I gave Cage’s body one last look. The blood on his chest and in the snow looked oddly grey in the moonlight, like he was already beginning to fade away. With his hands crossed over his torso, he looked at peace. The light of the moon glinted off the face of his watch. Broken but unbeaten. And an idea drifted into my head.

      I returned to his body, took hold of his wrist and undid the strap of the watch. I felt bad stealing from the dead, but I thought he would approve, given the circumstances. I returned to the workshop once more and checked the drawers. I needed a screwdriver, smaller than the one in my pocket. I found what I needed amongst a set of mismatched tools and under the light of the moon I worked the screws on the back of the watch.

      The battery came out with ease, just as I’d hoped it would. I checked it over, and found what I was looking for. The plan was going to work. I picked up the rest of the watch and returned it to Cage. I rested it on his chest, right over the bullet wound. Stared one final time into his lifeless eyes. Then I averted my gaze. I couldn’t look at him again. And I headed for the courthouse.

      The lights were still on inside, which either made sense or it didn’t, depending what time it was. I had no goddamn idea. Night was most of my life now, and it lasted right until the sun poked up its head for a couple of hours. I skirted around to the back, to my two new best friends. They were still standing by the rear entrance. Neither moving so much as a muscle to look and see if anyone was coming at them from a side. Fine by me. If they had a death wish, I’d grant it for them.

      With the hammer in my left hand, the axe in my right, and the pistol and screwdriver tucked into my pockets, I found the biggest, widest tree that was close enough to the sentries, and I swung the hammer. The impact on the trunk was dull. It made a sound like a thwump. Branches higher up the tree jiggled and rustled. A couple of them tumbled down and landed in the snow beside me.

      I hit it again. Same spot. Same result. Thwump. Jiggle. Tumble. Then I hit it again, and again, and again. I peered around the side of the tree towards the two sentries. Neither seemed interested in the noise. They were hardly the brightest sparks, but I would light them up soon enough.

      I checked the tree and ran my thumb across the spot I’d hit. A small indentation had formed in the bark. I pulled out the watch battery and tried it against the dent. It was a little too big to fit, so I hit the tree a few more times with the hammer. Thwump. Thwump. Thwump. And tried again.

      The battery slotted right in, locked into place by the surrounding unbeaten bits of bark. Perfect. I sheathed the hammer for a spell and pulled out the screwdriver. The handle, just like all the other tools, was made of wood. It would survive what I wanted to do. I lined it up with the centre of the watch’s battery and took out the hammer once more.

      It took one single tap of the hammer on the screwdriver to pierce a hole in the battery shell. Lithium batteries are like petulant children. Easy to go off. Rupturing the shell destroys the protective circuit, which causes the energy-dense lithium ions to go into overdrive.

      I leapt back and darted into the trees as the battery ignited. Infinitely bright and incredibly dangerous, the lithium ions, spurred by the rush of oxygen, went up in flames.

      I heard the two sentries shout and move. The blaze was like that of a campfire, which in the darkness that stretched out ad infinitum ahead of them must have looked like a rocket set to launch. I ran until I was out of the range of the glow, then I turned and started to loop back around.

      They reached the flame as I was at the nine o’clock position. Two guns raised up and targeted the burning battery like it had the sentience to have made its way there and gone up in flames all of its own accord. Then they turned and started scanning around. The guy on the left pointed his weapon to six o’clock while his partner covered three o’clock. Neither man looked at good old nine o’clock, ten o’clock, eleven, twelve.

      I swung the door open and darted inside before either man came to their senses, and shut it behind me as quietly as I could. I was in a corridor that stretched out in either direction. Directly ahead of me was a wall, on the other side of which was the stairs that led up to the second floor, and Cage’s office. Which was my new destination for two reasons. The first being that it was the most likely place I would find Cece. The second reason was that I knew what Cage’s dying message meant, and I wanted to know why he told me.

      I went left. Because when given two possible choices that led to the same outcome, I always thought left was the best option. Most right-handed people will automatically drift right, which meant the likelihood of running into someone was marginally bigger going that way. So left it was.

      As I reached the corner, I poked my head out and scanned the corridor ahead. No one. Down the lefthand wall were a series of doors. If the right side of the courthouse was made up by the room I had been tried in, then it stood to reason that behind these doors were a series of equally large rooms. I tried the first door. It was locked. Hopefully no one was going to burst out and attack me from behind as I continued.

      The corridor opened up into the atrium I had walked through several times before. A group of people milled around, waiting for something. No way to get past them without being spotted. I took a step back so no one could see me and thought.

      ‘Back for the ladder?’ asked the Wolf.

      ‘Are we just ignoring the fact you possessed me for god knows how long?’

      ‘We can talk about if you want, but I saved us. You’d be dead if it weren’t for me.’

      ‘That doesn’t justify-’

      ‘Ladder, or are we trying something else first?’ he said, cutting me off.

      ‘We can’t go back for the ladder. We need another plan.’

      ‘Break into one of these side rooms and start a fire,’ he said. ‘That’ll get them moving.’

      ‘And it’ll burn the whole place down before I get a chance.’

      ‘That’s what you wanted, wasn’t it?’ he said. ‘Burn the whole fucking thing down. Those were your words.’

      ‘Actually, those were my thoughts, when I was angry.’

      ‘You’re not angry now?’

      ‘Yes, but I’m controlled.’

      ‘So burn the place down and be done with it.’

      ‘No.’

      The door to the courtroom opened, and out stepped Cornelius Fenwick. His long, bedraggled beard was tied neat like a ponytail, and easily reached down to his heart. He looked forlorn and exhausted with the world.

      ‘We are ready to resume,’ he said with a long sigh, as though whatever lay ahead of him was long and tedious. ‘If you would please follow me.’

      The group shuffled through the open door, and only when Fenwick had shut it behind him did I move. No ladders required. No fires started.

      Not yet, at least.

      I took the stairs two at a time, keeping an eye open for any stragglers eager to return to the evening’s proceedings. No one came. It was as though the entirety of the settlement had been called to whatever council took place. I made it up to the second floor and looked around. Still no one about.

      Cage’s office door was closed. I pressed my ear up against the wood, but heard nothing on the other side. I tried the handle. Locked. The keyhole was a big, ancient mechanic that would be a pain in the arse to unlock, but I didn’t need to bother with that.

      The thing about a locked door is that you immediately see the lock as the obstacle. Understandable, given how much we’re taught to make sure we have our keys and keep a vigilant stance on home security, but there is more than one way through a locked door. First up, you could try to use brute strength around the lock to bust it open. It can work in time sensitive matters, but it’s as loud as busting a door open with brute strength sounds. You can try to pick the lock with the right tools, but you need to have a basic understanding of what it is you’re doing to save yourself hours fumbling around without a clue.

      But the method I preferred was one that I could already tell was going to work. I already knew that Cage’s office door swung outwards into the corridor, which meant the hinges were visible from my side of the door. They were large, store-bought items that had seen better days. The metal had chipped and rusted slightly, but they still worked as intended, so no one had thought to replace it.

      I took out the screwdriver and looked it over. A flat head was what I wanted, and a flat head was what I got. The tip was a little thicker than I would have liked, but it would have to do. I worked the screwdriver in between the hinge’s knuckle and the top of the pin and, using the hammer to tap it in, forced the pair apart a couple of millimetres. The pin didn’t want to move. Time had aged it, but I was persistent. I worked the screwdriver up and down, up and down, until the pin was far enough out for me to pull it free with my fingers. I moved down to the next hinge and repeated the process.

      The door was a tight fit for its frame, so it didn’t move much as I unclipped it from the supports. Using the handle to stop it toppling backwards and making a racket, I eased the door out and rested it against the wall. The bolt of the lock came easily away, completely useless in the current situation. I pocketed the hinge pins and stepped into the office.

      The giant mural of Maddox Cage eyed me with silent discontent as I stepped into his office. I looked around, just to make sure no one was hiding in the shadows, then headed straight for the painting. I rested my hands on the frame and heaved it aside.

      The wall-mounted safe was still there. I recalled the numbers Cage had told me. Thirty-six, ten, fifty-nine, ninety-seven. The combination. I was sure of it. Only thing left was to find out why the dying man had used his last ounce of breath to give me it.

      I twisted the dial left to thirty-six. Paused a second, then turned it right to ten. Left to fifty-nine. Right to ninety-seven. The lock made a satisfying click as the mechanism disconnected, and I pulled the door open, revealing its secrets. What I found inside was not what I had expected. Part of me thought it was a trick, but then, the other part of me wasn’t at all surprised.

      The safe was deeper than I had expected, given the width and height of the front of it. It was easily twice its height in depth. Maybe more so. And it was almost entirely full of one thing. Well, one kind of thing.

      Cassette tapes. Stacks upon stacks of black plastic casings with little white stickers placed neatly across the spine. It reminded me of Agent Whyte’s tape way back when, with the word “Collateral” written across the tape. Cage’s, however, did not contain the word collateral. Well, not that I could see. His collection was made up of names. Stacked in alphabetical order with someone called Rowan Austin right at the top, the tapes of so many people I had come to meet during my time at Second Solace were visible before me. Lee Corser. Carl Dawson. Jack Dawson.

      I cast my eyes down row after row, finding more and more that drew my interest. I took them out in stacks and placed them on the desk, revealing even more behind them. Cornelius Fenwick. Cecilia Mendes. So many cassettes. So many names. Each stack I took revealed more behind them, and only when the desk was full with the small plastic objects was the safe finally empty of cassettes.

      Or almost.

      Right at the back of the safe were two cassettes. Both were placed on their sides, so the white stickers were blocked from sight. I reached in and took out both. The first was for one Jessica Noble. The other was Tariq Al-Assad.
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      The name on the cassette had been written on with a black ball-point pen. Twelve little letters, but their meaning was like a shining beacon on a dark and treacherous ocean. I put it down beside Jessica Noble’s cassette and searched through the remaining stack for any I might want. In the end, I took only five. Al-Assad, Agent Noble, Cecilia Mendes, Lee Corser, and James Stone. My own. Whatever had been recorded, I wanted my involvement expunged from existence.

      I piled the remaining cassettes back inside the safe and locked it up. I returned the large painting of Cage in place and looked around. Cassettes were a good start, but without anything to play them on, they were as useless as rocks in my pockets.

      I checked the drawers on the desk. Nothing but a bunch of pens, notepads and journals in the first drawer. The second was made up of sentimental items. A framed picture sat atop a stack of photographs of Cage in his former glory, but it was the top picture that drew my interest. It showed a young family, all with wide smiles plastered across their faces. The man was Maddox. His hair was dark and bushy. His beard short and trimmed back. Next to him stood Hope. His wife. Her hair was long, all the way down to her shoulders. Her eyes looked warm and hopeful. Her stance was relaxed. Her clothes were clean. A stark contrast to the woman I had met.

      And between the happy couple was a girl. Gail. Her blonde hair was shorter and tussled. She had the look of a wild child. Young and curious. Eager to learn the world. All three of them looked happy. They stood before the very building I was in right now. The courthouse. It too looked younger. Brighter, cleaner, less intimidating. A happier time all around.

      I smiled and returned the picture to the drawer. No cassette player in there, or any of the other drawers. But there had to be something. I tried to picture Cage. Get inside his mind. Whatever was on those tapes, he had recorded it and stored them here.

      I looked around the room and tried to see it differently. Look at it through the eyes of a man who knew its secrets. When he and I had first talked in this very office, he had strode around with confidence. He knew I wouldn’t see his recording device, and I doubted he would have it on him lest the recording be distorted by the rustling of moving clothes.

      I ran my fingers across his desk and thought. Then I had an idea. I bent down and looked under the desk. There it was, taped to the underside was a small, silver device. I picked it free from the tape and looked it over. It was about half the size of a paperback novel. I thumbed the play button on the top and watched the little cog inside the machine turn. I hit stop and pocketed the device and the cassettes and looked around one last time. I had no doubt in my mind this would be my last visit. Come what may, I would either die or escape. But I would never return.

      I hauled the door back into place and slid the pins into their sockets. Without the key, I had to leave the door unlocked and slightly ajar, but at least it was better than looking like the Hulk had torn through it.

      All I needed now was some place quiet to listen to my findings. I contemplated Gail’s house, but the likelihood of running into her again was too high, and given what had happened last time, I didn’t want to test my luck.

      Nor could I so easily just wander back out the way I’d come. If my distraction had run its course, then the two sentries would be back in play. The same would likely be true for the front entrance, so the window it would have to be. I wasn’t bothered about jumping out a second-storey window into snow. I’d survived worse, after all.

      I headed left, through the corridor Lee had brought me along immediately after my trial was cut short. I knew there was a window leading out from the library room. That would be my escape route.

      ‘Hold it right there.’

      The shock of the voice nearly made my heart burst out of my chest. I stopped dead. The voice was not one I recognised. The speaker was male, and as I stood rooted to the spot, I heard them approach.

      A man skirted around me, pistol raised and trained at my face. His face adorned with a cold, impassive expression. He was not alone. I could hear someone else behind me.

      ‘Take that axe out of your pocket and drop it on the floor,’ said the man in front of me. I did as I was told. Guns beat axes. As the solid object clattered against the floorboards, I watched the stony-faced man nod to his companion, and seconds later, I felt hands patting at my torso.

      The stolen pistol was pulled free and dropped next to the axe. As was the screwdriver and hammer. The tape player was the last to come out.

      ‘What is this?’ asked the man behind me. His voice was a pitch higher than his gun-toting friend, though there was unmistakable menace in his voice.

      ‘It’s a recording device,’ I said.

      ‘Why do you have this?’

      ‘I like to chronicle my thoughts. I reckon someone would want to make a movie out of my life some day, after the shit calms down.’

      That earned me a smack to the side of the head with something hard. I cursed and used the time to get a read on the guy behind me. He was lithe, not far off my own age, and blond-haired. He was not an imposing specimen. He would be the first to go down in a fight, so long as I could convince the pair to lower their weapons and play it old school.

      Blondie didn’t wait for me to give an honest answer. Instead, he slipped the device into his jacket pocket and continued his search. Before he could lay a single finger on me, someone else spoke.

      ‘What is the meaning of this?’

      All three of us turned to look at the mystery speaker. Though none of us needed to. The voice was immediately distinctive. Cornelius Fenwick was standing by the door to Cage’s office. In the light of the candle, he looked infinitely older than his aged body already was. Closer to two-hundred than one. With careful, arthritic steps, he hobbled closer to blondie.

      ‘We found him, Sir,’ said the stoney-faced man. ‘We spotted him trying Cage’s office.’

      Fenwick considered his answer, but offered no direct response. Instead, he addressed me.

      ‘Is that true?’ he asked me. ‘You had business with Maddox, perhaps?’

      I pondered telling him the truth about his old friend. I decided against it.

      I nodded.

      ‘Funny,’ Fenwick mused. ‘We were just holding council downstairs about you and Maddox. Cecilia tells me you just murdered him.’

      I said nothing. Blondie give me an ireful glare.

      ‘Peculiar, don’t you think, that the man who murdered our dear leader would make his way here instead of attempting to flee,’ Fenwick said to no one in particular. ‘Perhaps you have come to turn yourself in for your crimes?’

      ‘No omission of guilt here, I’m afraid,’ I said. ‘But I’d be happy to testify against the real culprit if you’d like?’

      ‘And who might that be?’ asked Fenwick.

      ‘Cece pulled the trigger. I bet you could still see the blood and gunpowder residue on her hands, unless she had the common sense to wash it off before pointing the finger at me.’

      Fenwick granted me a withered smile that didn’t reach his eyes and unsheathed a knife from his belt. I watched the polished steel glisten in the candlelight. Not the biggest of knives, but knives don’t have to be big to gut you. That’s their charm, or lack thereof.

      With surprising agility, he flipped the blade over in his hand, so that his withered fingers coiled around the serrated edge.

      ‘If there is one thing in this world I truly despise, it is man’s ability to lie,’ said Fenwick, watching the blade between his fingertips.

      It all happened with frightening speed. No sooner had the final word left Fenwick’s lips did he spin around on his heel and launch the knife down the corridor. I saw the flash of steel as the blade whizzed past my face, and heard the groan as it hit its target.

      The man with the stoney-face barely reacted, save for the expulsion of air that gurgled in his mouth. Only the handle of the knife was left, protruding from his right eye like some sort of bizarre fashion accessory.

      A billion thoughts burst into my brain, each vying for attention. Only one was heard, and I hoped beyond hope that it was true. Before Blondie had time to react, I caught him in the throat with my left elbow, and sent a roundhouse punch into the centre of his temple that had him out for the count. Then my eyes met Fenwick.

      He seemed unabashed by the encounter, like it had been little more than an attempt to swat a fly out of the sky. He looked at his victim, then at mine.

      ‘Woman’s too, for that matter.’

      I looked at him, momentarily confused.

      ‘I spotted the blood on Cecilia’s clothes,’ he said. ‘As she told us of your treachery, I suspected there may be foul play. I didn’t expect to be proved right so soon, but such is the way of life sometimes. Now, could you please return my knife?’

      I did so without voicing my complaints. The knife was buried deep in the guy’s head, and took more effort than I had thought it would to dislodge it and return it to Fenwick. As I did, I slipped my hand into his pocket and retrieved the recording device. I had expected him to wipe the blade clean and return it to his belt. I was proven wrong. He bent down and slit the unconscious man’s throat without hesitation.

      ‘I cannot have someone walking around accusing me of turning traitor,’ he said, without looking up at me. ‘Not that I expect things to continue in this state. A fire can only rage for so long without resolution, and I expect the flames will only grow higher over the coming days.’

      He wiped his blade on the dead man’s shirt and returned it to its sheath. Then he stood up and outstretched his hand.

      ‘I believe you and I are overdue a conversation, don’t you think?’ he said with a wry smile.
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      For an old man, Fenwick could hustle. I suspected the venerable facade I had seen on him before was exactly that. A facade. Atrophy be damned. Fenwick danced through the corridors, his footsteps lighter than feathers on a carpet. He knew the building better than the back of his hand, and before long, he stopped beside a stretch of empty corridor lined in pictures of notable figures. I recognised Abraham Lincoln, Benedict Arnold, and Robert E. Lee. The painting Fenwick focused on however was that of Christopher Columbus.

      ‘I always expected it would come to this some day,’ mused Fenwick as he lifted the portrait off the wall, revealing a lever behind it. ‘Too many cooks spoil a broth, and we have been left to cook for far too long.’

      He pulled the lever down, and the whole section of wall clicked back. He gave me another smile, replaced the portrait, and pushed.

      Behind the secret partition was a ladder. Fenwick gestured for me to go first, which sent alarm bells off in my mind that it was some kind of elaborate trap, but I went anyway. Killing two of your own was a mightily audacious play to ensnare a man already vilified by the community. I placed my hands on the top rung, and lowered myself down.

      Fenwick followed, and as he slipped inside, he pressed a button on the wall beside him that caused the passage to close back on itself, robbing us of all light. I continued deeper, hoping that Fenwick wasn’t leading me into a trap, but as my feet hit the ground, I was pleased he hadn’t.

      The room was dark and damp. Even though there was absolutely no light, I could sense that we were in some kind of cave. Sure enough, as Fenwick reached the bottom, he pulled out a flip lighter and granted us a small offering of light.

      ‘I haven’t been down here in decades,’ he mused. ‘Not since the courthouse was built.’

      ‘What is this place?’ I asked.

      ‘An old tunnel. We wanted to make sure we had somewhere we could evacuate should the government turn against us,’ said Fenwick. ‘Naturally, we were much more paranoid back then. They never gave a damn what we did. Not until recently.’

      He found an oil lantern and bathed the cavern in golden light. I looked around. The walls were jagged and silvery where droplets of water seeped through to the rock. Off to my right, I could tell a path stretched away into the darkness.

      ‘Please, take a seat. I imagine you are hungry, yes?’ Fenwick said, gesturing to a set of camping chairs that had seen better days. I lowered myself into one, hoping it didn’t tear under my weight. Fenwick took the seat opposite and stared intently at me.

      ‘So, what are you?’ he asked. ‘Spy, agent, or is the media to be believed?’

      ‘None of the above, I’m afraid,’ I said. ‘I’m just a man who manages to find himself in the wrong place at the wrong time.’

      ‘I’ve known several like that, but you are different. You didn’t happen across us by chance. I saved your life, I think you could stretch so far as to grant me honesty, don’t you?’

      I looked at him and thought about how quick he was with a blade. While I’d managed to retrieve my gear, I didn’t bet on my chances against him.

      ‘The FBI picked me up in Florida,’ I said. ‘They told me they had my wife held hostage. Told me they’d kill her if I didn’t do what they asked.’

      He nodded sagely, but said nothing.

      ‘They told me to do three things. Find their Agent, a woman named Jessica Noble.’

      ‘Ah yes, I remember her,’ he said.

      ‘Remember as in what?’ I asked. ‘Is she alive or dead?’

      ‘I’m afraid I couldn’t answer that. After she was caught spying, they locked her up in the bunker. I haven’t seen her since. To be completely candid, I had forgotten about her entirely. What else did the FBI ask of you?’

      ‘Find out what Al-Assad was doing here.’

      ‘And I suppose you have your answer for that?’ asked Fenwick.

      ‘To an extent, but I’m always open for answers.’

      ‘Al-Assad died several months ago from acute radiation poisoning,’ said Fenwick. ‘His was not a quick death. Nor a painless one. It would appear fate had its fun with him in the end.’

      ‘What was he working on?’ I asked.

      ‘You said you had three objectives from the FBI,’ Fenwick said, ignoring my question. ‘What was the third thing?’

      ‘To kill Maddox Cage.’

      Fenwick exhaled, but said nothing in response to that.

      ‘What was Al-Assad working on?’ I asked again.

      Fenwick stood up and straightened his clothes.

      ‘You can stay here for the night. There should be adequate supplies for you in those boxes,’ he said, pointing at a stack of boxes to my right. ‘Then I advise you follow the path out and make your way as far from this place as you can. If Cecilia finds out you’re still here, well, I’m sure you can imagine how pleased she will be. My apologies, but I will have to blame you for the two bodies upstairs. I can’t ruin my reputation here. It’s my home, after all.’

      ‘What if they check down here?’ I asked.

      ‘Don’t worry,’ he said with a croak of a laugh. ‘Only six people ever knew this place existed. Of them, three are now dead, and two left long ago. We aren’t monsters. If someone turns their back on the cause, they’re free to leave. Now Cage is gone, I’m the last to know this tunnel exists. Well, myself and you now.’

      He patted me on the arm.

      ‘Best of luck to you, Mr Stone,’ he said, turning to leave.

      ‘I have more questions.’

      ‘So do we all, but such is life that we seldom get our answers.’

      He began to walk away into the darkness, but he stopped. He heard the click of the safety on the pistol in my hands. I didn’t point it at him. Just made a point. He didn’t turn back around.

      ‘Son, I’m sure you were given some sort of brief about me while you were snuggling up with the FBI, so I’ll give you just one single chance to undo what you just did there,’ he said. His tone was harsh, confident, firm. Like a stern parent.

      ‘I came a long way to get here,’ I said. ‘I’ve sacrificed a lot. All I want are a couple of answers.’

      He turned around and stared at me.

      ‘I knew a man like you once,’ he said. ‘Young, full of bravado. Confident he could conquer the world single-handedly. He came to me while I was still the head of my company and asked, no, demanded I give him a chance. Not a job. A chance. To revolutionise my company, to prove to the world that he had the stones to sit on the throne. I was younger then. Much younger. I saw a bit of myself in that young man, just as I do with you. I gave him a chance and watched him soar. He flew higher and higher until, just like Icarus, he flew too close to the sun.’

      In the dim light, I saw Fenwick’s hand move slightly, brushing past the knife on his belt. I kept the pistol in my hand. Guns beat knives. Well, they do nine times out of ten, at least.

      ‘The young man tried to play me,’ Fenwick continued. ‘He wanted more. He wanted what I had. And he tried to take it. So, he set up a meeting, lied about how he wanted to go through his plans to shape the future of my company. But when I arrived, I realised it was all a trap. He wanted me out of the way. He wanted me dead, and he came a lot closer to achieving that than you are right now holding that there weapon of yours. But he overcompensated. He was cocky. He got too close to the sun, and his wings all melted up. And as he fell, I plucked him out of the sky. You want to know what I did to him?’

      I said nothing. Kept the gun down by my side.

      ‘I drowned him in oil,’ said Fenwick. ‘I held his head under the surface and watched him suffer. I held him there until his body stopped resisting and he just sunk away into the inky blackness.’

      He stared at me, waiting for a response. I didn’t speak.

      ‘Just as I thought,’ he mused, finally. ‘Head due east from the mouth of the cave and you should have a thirty mile walk to the nearest town.’

      And with that, he turned and walked away into the darkness.

      I didn’t move until the sounds of echoing footsteps died away to nothing. I just looked at the spot where he had stood and thought. Thought about him, about Cage, about Cece and Gail and Corser and Miles and Whyte and Sophie and Peter. I thought until it hurt my brain to keep thinking.

      I pulled out the recording device from my pocket and pressed the button to eject a cassette and inserted the one that had played on my mind the most. That of Tariq Al-Assad.

      Then I hit play.
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      Several seconds of recorded silence filled my ears. Just the humm of the microphone immortalising the stillness. Then came a voice I recognised all too well.

      ‘How are you feeling?’ It was Cage. His normally booming tone was reduced to a subtle, gentle shade. It was met with another few seconds of nothing while his guest composed an answer.

      ‘I have felt better, but given the circumstances, I cannot complain.’ The voice of Tariq Al-Assad was wayworn and groggy. I recalled the photograph Agent Whyte had shown me. He was not a young man, but his voice foretold that of a man far beyond his years.

      ‘Do you have everything you need?’ asked Cage. ‘Food, water? We can send someone to get anything you want.’

      ‘That is very kind of you, Maddox, but I am a man of simple tastes. Your people have given me everything I could ask for.’

      ‘I’m glad you feel that way, but don’t hesitate to ask if there is something we can do for you.’

      Another pause. I imagined Al-Assad allowing a quaint, polite smile to drift across his face. Cage spoke again.

      ‘We have prepared everything as you asked,’ he said. ‘We’re having a little trouble acquiring some electrical components, but I have my best men working on it. We should have everything you need within the month.’

      ‘Anything you can do to expedite the process, I would advise you do it. I do not expect my condition to improve.’ Al-Assad let out a meek cough at the end of his sentence.

      ‘I understand that, and I’ll let my people know.’

      Another pause.

      ‘Have you selected your target yet?’ asked Al-Assad.

      More silence.

      ‘You know, my people, we had a saying back home that had stuck with me all these years,’ said Al-Assad. ‘I do not believe you have an exact translation, but I will try to instil the meaning behind it for you. “The largest stone makes the biggest ripple, but the sharpest strikes the fish.”’

      I imagined Al-Assad watching Cage for a response before continuing.

      ‘Remember this,’ said Al-Assad. ‘Select the correct target, and it will not matter how many casualties there are. The message will be the strongest.’

      ‘It is only a defensive measure,’ Cage insisted. ‘I thought that had been explained already?’

      ‘For now perhaps,’ mused Al-Assad. ‘But these things always evolve. What is it you say here in America? “Power always corrupts.” There is only so long men in charge will stand by and say nothing. And then you will be thankful for what I will have done here.’

      The sound of squeaky door hinges cut through the conversation, and just as a woman’s voice called out Cage’s name, the recording stopped. I looked down at the device. The cogs were still turning, but the tape was empty. I fast forwarded the tape, playing it at regular intervals to see if the conversation picked up again, but there was nothing else recorded on the tape.

      I ejected the cassette and looked at it. I imagined what had come next. Had the conversation continued off the record, or had Cage and Al-Assad called an end to the discussion? I wondered how long ago the recording had been made. How much had changed in the time since? Cage had reiterated his desire for Al-Assad’s work to be a defensive strategy, but had he changed his mind since then, or was it Cece who had mutated it into her deathly desires?

      I found the tape with her name on the strip and pushed it into the device.

      Silence. Well, almost silence. I could hear the shuffling of what I guessed to be papers on the desk, then a knock at the door.

      ‘Yes?’ The voice was unmistakably that of Cage, but it was much younger than the voice I was used to. Perhaps it was that of the man who had stood immortalised in oil paints over his desk. The door eased open and a woman spoke.

      ‘Mr Cage?’ asked another voice I recognised.

      ‘You must be Cecilia Mendes?’ said Cage. I heard chair legs scrape across the floorboards and imagined Cage standing to shake the hand of the woman who murdered him. ‘Thank you for coming here today.’

      ‘It is my pleasure,’ said Cece. Her voice was lighter too. Younger, happier. Innocent.

      ‘How was the journey here?’ asked Cage. ‘We’re felling trees to make a better track up here for guests.’

      ‘It was fine. I enjoy the outdoors. The smell of the trees. The feel of the earth beneath my feet. It is so beautiful.’

      ‘I can imagine, given your history. Must be quite the change of scenery?’ He let out an exuberant laugh that sounded more like one of his barks than anything else. Cece did not respond to his comment, so he continued. ‘Now, usually I like to offer our new recruits a chance to rest before they get started, however we are a little short on man power at the moment, so if it’s all the same with you, I’d like to show you to your quarters after we finish up here and you can get started in the morning.’

      ‘I’m more than happy to start immediately, Mr Cage,’ said Cece.

      ‘Oh please, call me Maddox,’ boomed Cage. ‘Now, I’ve got you down for a sort of internship with my colleague Fenwick to begin with. He’ll show you the ropes, then I’d like you to take on a couple of houses. We have five to a team, and everyone pitches in. Don’t be afraid, Fenwick knows what he’s doing, so he’ll steer you right. We’ll have you building homes in no time.’

      There was a pause while Cece took on board the information. Then she asked a question that I could tell immediately from her tone had been bugging her.

      ‘Would there be any possibility I might be able to work alone?’ she asked. ‘Given my… history, I don’t think the others would want me around.’

      ‘Nonsense,’ barked Cage. ‘We have a motto around here. “Your past is your own. You work for the present to help us build a new future.” If anyone gives you shit you come to me. Far as I’m concerned, you’ve proven to me you’re committed to the cause. You’ve served your time inside. Now it's time to live outside. I think you’ll love it here.’

      ‘Thank you, Maddox,’ she said, and I could hear the bite in her voice as she held back tears.

      ‘Not at all. You’ve come here to join us. I should be the one thanking you. Given everything we’ve been through, I’m always grateful when a new recruit shows up.’

      There was more silence. A question dared not spoken.

      ‘What is it?’ asked Cage. ‘You have something to say, you’re better off asking it now.’

      ‘They might,’ she started, before taking another pause. ‘He might come for me.’

      ‘Who, Parker?’ barked Cage. ‘Let him try. He's had his pound of flesh from you. We have them beat on all sides. Only way in is from the south, or to drop in via helicopter. They won’t get that far. We own this land, and we will fight on every front if they try to take one of ours away from us. Rest assured, Cecilia, we do not give up on our own.’

      A quiet sobbing was all I could hear. Cage said nothing.

      And then, the recording stopped. Same deal as last time. Nothing else stored on the tape save for silence. I ejected the cassette and placed it on top of Al-Assad’s. I picked up Agent Noble’s cassette and pushed it into the device.

      Unlike the previous tapes, this one started mid conversation. I thumbed the rewind button, but it came to a stop almost immediately and picked up at the same point as before.

      ‘… Dishonourably discharged, I didn’t know what to do.’ The voice was female. Jessica Noble. Alive or dead. ‘I jumped around for a while, but no one wants to hire a CPO with a blot on their record, so I ended up like they all do. Drinking, fighting. You know the type.’ She had a New York accent. She spoke her “on”s like “awn,", adding in w’s hither and yon.

      ‘I was in the marines a long time ago,’ said Cage. His voice was back to that I recognised. I knew this conversation had taken place in July, if what Miles and Whyte had told me about Noble’s arrival was true.

      ‘No shit?’ said Noble. ‘What rank?’

      ‘Made it up to a Colonel. Then I took a slice of one of my soldier’s helmets to the chest when they stepped on a landmine.’

      ‘Jesus H Christ,’ remarked Noble. ‘You’re lucky to be alive.’

      ‘Luck is subjective,’ said Cage. ‘The soldier disobeyed my command and nearly got us all killed. Luck would have been a soldier who listens.’

      ‘Even still, it’s a miracle you survived.’

      Cage exhaled noisily.

      ‘How many did you lose?’ he asked after a spell of silence.

      ‘Soldiers?’ asked Noble. ‘None. I never deployed to anywhere dangerous. The life of those at sea, we miss most of the heavy stuff.’

      ‘Twenty-seven,’ said Cage. ‘I lost twenty-seven men in total. All in Vietnam fighting a war we shouldn’t have started. The Vietnamese, they knew what they were doing, and we didn’t know shit. They tore us apart.’

      ‘I’m sorry to hear that.’

      ‘Don’t be. It’s not your fault. Not my fault either. We were all just following orders.’ I heard the groan of leather as he leaned backwards in his seat. ‘Pawns on a chess set. Ready to kill. Ready to die. We didn’t mean shit to anyone.’

      ‘That’s the system, right?’ said Noble.

      ‘That’s the system. And what a broken piece of shit it is. That’s why I started this place. I was tired of listening to them. Hearing day in and day out how I was supposed to live my life. I wanted the kind of freedom we used to have. Back when cowboys and Indians ruled the land. You could set up camp wherever you damn well pleased and no one was going to stop you so long as you had a rifle in your hands. That’s how we’re supposed to live. Not this twenty-first century bullshit. Not with cellphones strapped to our hands and eyes glued to television screens. We need to listen to the Earth.’

      ‘I get that,’ said Noble. ‘Be one with nature.’

      ‘Exactly. One with nature. And if nature decides we aren’t worthy of it's fruits, then so be it. We go back to the soil and let a new species reign supreme.’

      ‘You sound tired, man.’

      ‘I am tired. Of the whole damn world. You know, I’ve been doing this for nearly thirty years, living off the grid, forging my own way through the world. But there’s no escaping it.’

      ‘Escaping what?’

      ‘The government. They always want more more more. They send people here, desperate to find somewhere they can take from us, put some rule in place to tax us for living free from their grasp. It’s relentless. They want to take it all from us, from me. I built this goddamn town with my bare hands. I look around and see my people, working hard for something that will collapse soon enough. They might not know it yet, but it’s coming. The end. I can smell it in the air. The banks will come soon enough and they will take every last cent from us. Why? For no goddamn reason other than that they want control and power and money. And I’m tired of it. It has to change. I have to make it change.’

      ‘How do you plan on doing that?’ Noble asked, and there was something in her voice. The agent seeping through the disguise. The mission moist on her lips.

      Cage sighed, and when he spoke again, he seemed different. Defeated.

      ‘Who knows?’ he groaned. ‘They’ll always find a way.’

      Just as with Al-Assad and Cece, the tape went dead. Just as with the others, I fast forwarded, searching for something else. Just as with the others, there was nothing. I popped out the cassette and picked up one with Lee Corser written in neat black handwriting on the sticker.

      ‘A sniper, huh?’ asked Cage as I pressed play on the device. ‘What’s your record?’

      ‘I hit fifteen hundred with a Barrett M82A3 in Iraq.’ Lee said, his stoic, controlled tone relaying no emotion.

      ‘Fifteen hundred,’ remarked Cage, clearly impressed. ‘I knew a couple of guys back in ‘Nam that could hit eleven hundred, but that was the best they ever got. You’re quite the marksman.’

      I could practically hear Lee nodding.

      ‘You might be wondering why I singled you out,’ said Cage. ‘I interviewed a lot of great soldiers, and picked you for a very specific reason. And no, it’s not because you could take my head off from half a mile away with me none the wiser about it.’ He allowed himself a brief, booming chortle. ‘We have quite a good deal of ex-soldiers here at Second Solace. I think it must be the lifestyle they seek out. Trauma can tear a man apart once they leave the service, and being cramped up inside helps no one. So I’ve helped who I can, but I’m mindful we can’t turn this into a refuge for soldiers. This is a place for anyone who wants to start anew, which can’t be achieved if we allow the macho bullshit that runs rampant amongst the ranks to become commonplace here. So I wanted to stem the flow for a while.’

      ‘You asked me to join you,’ said Lee.

      ‘Make no mistake, I want you to join us,’ insisted Cage, ‘however, yours is a brand new role I have worked up. I built this place way back in the seventies. When the United States Government had its head up its ass with the Vietnam shit storm. Back then, they didn’t give a damn about me or my plans. Probably still don’t for that matter. But their eyes are working their way here, and that’s my concern.’

      ‘You want me to run interference?’ asked Lee.

      ‘Of a sorts, yes. I want you to be one of our number, while at the same time a lone wolf. I need you out there, scouting what you can, and deflecting any problems that come our way before they sink their blades into our business. Don’t get me wrong, you will be a part of our community, but you’ll seldom reap the benefits, if you know what I mean.’

      There was a moment of silence while both parties contemplated the offer.

      ‘Now,’ continued Cage, as though he felt compelled to speak, ‘you can decline, and I neither blame you, nor resent you if you so choose, but I cannot offer you a place here otherwise. I’m afraid it’s all or nothing with this one, and I’m serious about the role. It may be that ten months down the line we discuss flexibility in the role, but-’

      ‘No flexibility required,’ interjected Lee, ‘and I accept your offer.’

      ‘Lone wolf, scouring the outskirts for fresh meat?’

      ‘Whatever you need of me, boss.’

      ‘Excellent!’ boomed Cage. ‘I knew you were the right man for the job. Now, let me take you on a little tour of-’

      The recording ended. I imagined Cage thumbing the button to kill the recording before taking his newest recruit on a tour of the place he would protect. I wondered how long he had held his solitary post, watching through the trees for Cage’s enemies. I imagined him returning victorious. Another dragon slain, and gaining the growing approval of his new boss. How many days had passed before he returned to his new home, a trusted confidant?

      Even though I had barely known him, Lee Corser’s voice sent a shiver through my spine, like I had seen the ghost of the man standing before my very eyes. He had risked his life to save me more than once, and had died as a result of my actions. He was a good man, and had served his leader to the very end of his life. Given those in Cage’s inner circle, he had picked wisely putting his faith in Lee.

      I put Lee’s tape beside the growing collection of bygone conversations and picked up the final cassette I had taken. My own. James Stone. I held it in my hands and thought about smashing it to pieces with the axe. It was a slither of evidence I didn’t need lying around. If Cece was successful with her attack, the might of the government was going to come thundering down on this place, and I didn’t need any other crimes pinning to my chest. I had enough to be getting on with already.

      But something in my mind couldn’t let it go. I slid the cassette into the device, closed the lid and pressed play. Just like with Agent Noble, the conversation did not start at the beginning.

      ‘I knew you came here for a reason,’ said Cage. I remembered him saying it. Not from our first encounter, but when he had called me to his office to ask me to uncover his mole.

      ‘Besides you planning my abduction?’ I said. The sound of my own voice made me cringe. I always hated hearing myself speak.

      ‘Water under the bridge,’ said Cage. ‘Now, we don’t have time to waste. You have a date with the Dawsons.’

      I heard the sound of my chair scraping across the floorboards, followed by footsteps and a closing door. Then there was a couple of moments silence.

      ‘I knew you came here for a reason,’ said Cage again, ‘and I can’t help but shake the thought that you’ll end up listening to this cassette one day. If that’s the case, then I suppose there is something you need to hear, because I am almost certainly not around to tell you it in person.’

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Thirty-One

          

          

      

    

    







            Exhaustion

          

        

      

    

    
      Maddox Cage took a long, wistful sigh before he continued.

      ‘Trust is a funny thing, don’t you think?’ he said, dictating his rhetorical question into his recording device. ‘We put it in people and ask for nothing in return. We hand over our innermost secrets, our terrifying truths, our lives, and bestow another living being with their welfare. When this whole thing started, I never expected a day like this to come. But here it is, and there’s not a damn thing I can do about it now but watch the cards tumble down.’

      I heard a noise that I could only suppose was Cage removing the recording device from its hiding place.

      ‘Truth is, I’m tired of this world,’ he said with another sigh. ‘I look at everything I’ve achieved, here at Second Solace, and during my time in the Marines. I think of all the lives I’ve helped and all the ones I’ve taken, and I feel one thing. Exhaustion. I don’t care. Not about the victories or the defeats. Nothing. I used to stay up at night thinking about the faces of those I’ve murdered. Sounds like a goddamn cliche, but I don’t know how else to say it. They used to haunt me. They spurred me on to becoming a better person and bringing those responsible to justice. Our Commander in Chief sent us off to an unwinnable war without a goddamn care in the world. He sentenced my brothers to death, and ignored the growing pile of bodies that appeared outside his window. I used to hate John F. Kennedy, before he took a bullet. Hell, I cheered when he died. Now I can’t even remember what that anger felt like. It’s not even a memory anymore. It's nothing to me. Completely gone from my world.’

      He got up out of his chair. The leather squealed again. A few seconds of footsteps followed, then nothing. Silent contemplation.

      ‘I can feel it coming soon. The end of the world,’ he said, his voice forlorn. ‘It feels strange to say this, but I don’t dread it like I used to. I don’t relish the thought. I… nothing it.’

      More silence, and I could feel his eyes meeting mine across the ether. A dying message from a wayworn warrior.

      ‘But even so, it’ll come and I need your help. I… I should have trusted you,’ Cage said, his voice sounding much more desperate than I was used to. ‘Yours was a guiding hand I should have held. When the time comes, I don’t want to go down without a fight. That’s where you come in. I want you to burn it all down. Kill them all. Every last one of them.’

      I heard him move once more, and almost thirty seconds passed before he spoke again.

      ‘He will come for me, I know it,’ Cage continued. ‘I believe you were right. We cannot trust him.’

      Something changed in my mind, and the sense of compassion that had begun to warm my chest was gone.

      ‘Cecilia,’ said Maddox Cage, ‘there is no one I trust more than you. When Stone comes for me, I want you to be the one to finish him off. I have sent him on a fools errand, and I will indulge him where I can while you complete your work. But he will come for me, and I need you to be ready. Good luck, my darling.’

      I ejected the cassette and snapped it between my fingers. Anger consumed my heart, making every beat of it feel like fuel on a raging fire. He hadn’t trusted me. He hadn’t believed in me. Just like Cece, he had vilified me from the start, but his trust had been misplaced, and as I sat there with only the meagre light of the oil lantern for company, I relished in his downfall. He wanted me dead, just like the rest of the fucking world.

      But I was still standing.

      ‘That was four days ago.’

      The Wolf, come to argue once more.

      ‘All I’m saying is, he gave you the combination of his safe for a reason,’ the Wolf insisted. ‘Maybe he wanted you to know he had his doubts, but in the end he changed his mind.’

      ‘He sent me off on a wild goose chase for days,’ I snapped. I pushed off the camping chair and stormed around the miserable, dank space. ‘All because he wanted his dog to be the one to finish me.’

      ‘If that were true he’d have ordered you dead from the start. He was paranoid. If he wanted Cece to kill you, why did he record his request on a tape and hide it in a locked safe?’

      ‘Why record it at all if he thought I would kill him?’

      ‘James, you were ordered to kill him,’ snarled the Wolf. ‘Don’t throw a tantrum because he figured that out. And how do you know half of those tapes you left behind didn’t have equally accusatory messages recorded on them? He could have feared half his number at the end.’

      ‘No messages like that on Cece’s tape, were there,’ I shouted.

      ‘You heard that recording. It must be ten, fifteen years ago, at least. He probably thought he was invincible back then.’

      ‘Why are you sticking up for him?’ I asked. ‘Just to spite me, or is there some equally shitty reason for your constant belligerence?’

      ‘I’m not sticking up for him, I’m just explaining to you that things changed in four days. Just because you’re too shortsighted to see it, I’ll rub it in your face until you understand it.’

      I swore and kicked over the chair Fenwick had sat in and looked for something to punch. Nothing but packed boxes and jagged stone walls. I swore again.

      ‘Look,’ said the Wolf, his tone far more considerate than I was used to. ‘You haven’t eaten in ages. Get some tinned crap down your throat and sleep it off. If you’re still angry in the morning, I won’t argue, alright?’

      ‘Since when were you the voice of reason?’

      ‘Since you stopped being. Now go eat and sleep.’

      With great reluctance, I submitted. Unpacking the boxes of food told me all I was going to get for sustenance were vacuum-packed sachets the like of which I suspected were used by astronauts on the space station. To give them some credit, they didn’t taste bad. I wolfed down as many packs as I could fit into my starved stomach and chased them down with a bottle of water that tasted funny.

      With my hunger satisfied, sleep came quickly. No sooner had I unraveled one of the moth-bitten sleeping bags stacked beside the food boxes and crawled inside like a hibernating animal, did I feel the crutch of consciousness fall out from under me, and I fell into a deep sleep.

      A cascading mess of thoughts pelted my muddled mind, too dazed and exhausted to focus in on any singular aspect that troubled it the most. I saw the faces of countless foes and far fewer friends drift in and out with sporadic frequency. The words they spoke made little sense to me, and the more I tried to listen, the more their speech garbled.

      More than once I woke with a start, eyes frantically searching the engulfing darkness for whatever had brought malice to my mind. Of course, there was no one there. Fenwick, it appeared, had been true to his word. And the desire for sleep was much stronger than my desperate search for ghosts.

      When finally I woke for good, it was to a world of complete darkness. The oil lantern had burned out, leaving the canvas of my eyes no paint to map out my surroundings. Yet I could feel in my body that it was morning. For the first time in what felt like ages, I was well rested, and after a couple more sachets of astronaut food, I felt ready to take on the brand new day.

      A quick rummage of the supplies earned me a valuable discovery. A walker’s rucksack. I poured in my collection of cassette tapes, along with the recording device, several sachets of food, a bottle of water, and the screwdriver.

      What came next would have been a damn sight easier with a torch, or lantern, or even a lit match. Fumbling around across uneven terrain with no clue whatsoever how far my journey was likely to be did not fill me with a sense of joy, yet without any other options, it was my only choice.

      I eased slowly forwards, hands outstretched and searching desperately in the stygian gloom for some solid contact just like they had all those days ago when I had first entered the bunker. My fingers brushed against damp, moss-coated rocks. I felt around to make sure it wasn’t a loose boulder, and as my fingers continued along their contour, I followed at a steady pace.

      I headed left, traversing with slow, precarious steps into the darkness. Progress was as slow here as it had been in the bunker. With no sense of direction, I had no idea which way Fenwick had gone the night before, nor did I have any idea how many branching paths there may be down here. I cursed his decision to not leave me with a torch, but it would do me no good swearing into the blackness.

      I continued for what felt like hours, fingers forging ahead before my feet followed with trepidation, before I started to see something. Daylight worked its way through cracks in the ceiling which, as I continued in their direction, seemed to grow ever more present. Finally, I saw light spooling in and painting itself across the walls up ahead, and abandoned my steady approached in favour of a run. I wanted out of the gloom. I needed to breathe.

      I turned the corner and was greeted by the transcendent glow of the winter sun, low in the sky, but dead ahead of me like a trophy at the end of a marathon. I stepped out of the cave and let the warmth sooth my body. Basking in its glory. It was a comfort I had sorely desired.

      ‘Hello, James.’

      The voice almost killed me. The shock sent me a foot into the air and spinning wildly to see where it had come from. As my eyes landed on the culprit, he burst into laughter.

      ‘Jesus Christ, boy. You got a firecracker up your ass?’

      Agent Kayden White took a step closer. His pressed suit replaced by a thick white winter coat, grey waterproof trousers, and a grey sherpa hat with the ear flaps hanging down to his jawline. Slung around his shoulders was a machine gun.

      ‘What the hell are you doing here?’ I snapped.

      ‘We came to save your ass,’ said Agent Jonah Miles from behind me. He too was dressed in similar attire, though he sported no hat, and his weapon was up and trained in my direction. ‘Easy now, we weren’t sure who we’d find up here.’

      Without hesitation, I launched at him, knocking the weapon from his grasp and pulling the axe out of my pocket to drive into those pristine teeth of his. Whyte made a noise, and was on my back before I could get the axe loose. He heaved me back, which gave his partner enough time to scramble to his feet and jam the nose of the gun in my neck.

      ‘That’s the one and only chance you’re going to get there, Stone,’ Miles snapped. ‘Try anything again and I’ll put you down like a rabid dog.’

      ‘You son of a bitch,’ I barked. ‘You lied about Sophie. You fucking tricked me.’

      ‘Alright, yes that was a dick move, but you wouldn’t have played ball otherwise, would you?’

      Whyte let go of me and got to his feet. He too had his gun on me.

      ‘We needed your help, and this was the only way we could get it on short notice,’ said Miles. ‘We didn’t like doing it, but that’s the job sometimes. You’ve got to get your hands dirty.’

      ‘Except I hear it's not your job anymore,’ I spat. ‘I spoke to your boss, Alex Pierce. He told me you two just got the sack.’

      The two ex-agents shared a quick look.

      ‘That might be a bit of an overstatement,’ said Whyte. ‘But yes, we aren’t in his good books. Which reminds me.’

      He swung back his gun and stood over me. With Miles still pointing his gun at my head, Whyte knelt down and pressed my head to the side.

      ‘Get off me,’ I yelled.

      ‘Easy now, I’m checking the tracker. What the hell did you do to it?’

      ‘Nothing.’

      ‘Bullshit,’ said Miles. ‘Those things never fail, and yours has been sending out a signal weaker than your granddaddy’s boner for days.’

      ‘You think it was the cave?’ asked Whyte to his partner.

      Miles shook his head.

      ‘Should work up to one hundred feet underground. A little cave ain’t doing shit to them.’

      Whyte backed off, and I scrambled away, getting to my feet in the process.

      ‘Go figure it would be the elusive James Stone to get the faulty tracking device,’ laughed Miles. ‘We should take him to Vegas and see if that luck of his could win us the big bucks.’

      ‘If the tracker is broken, how did you find me here?’ I asked.

      ‘We started following you as soon as you got back here yesterday,’ said Miles, holding up a small palm-pilot device. ‘This thing should find our little needle in this shit stack, but when we got close, your signal died. Normally, we should have got a reading to say if you’d tried to pull it out or gotten yourself killed, but there was nothing. We waited around to see if it came back on, and early this morning, it did. We’ve been tracking your location above ground.’

      ‘I figured you’d found a way to cut it out and stick it to a rat or something,’ sniggered Whyte.

      ‘I had more faith in our boy,’ smirked Miles.

      ‘I wished you two had died in a car crash,’ I said.

      ‘Don’t be like that, James,’ said Whyte with a look of genuine disappointment. ‘We’re on the same team here.’

      ‘Are we?’ I snapped. ‘Does that mean it’s my turn to hold your loved ones hostage and threaten you to do my bidding, or do you guys give more than you can take?’

      ‘Why don’t you quit your yapping and give us a debrief on your mission?’ said Whyte.

      ‘Here it is. The mission was bullshit all along.’

      Miles launched forwards and grabbed a hold of my shirt.

      ‘Listen here, shit bag,’ he snarled. ‘This might not mean anything to you, but this shit is serious. We’ve got a terrorist up there concocting nuclear weapons with a bunch of crazed activists, and one of ours trapped in the fray.’

      ‘Then let me settle your nerves,’ I retorted. ‘Al-Assad is dead. Has been for months. He died from the injuries he brought back with him from Iraq. Whatever he was going to build has been finished by Cage’s gang.’

      ‘That’s supposed to be good news?’ asked Whyte.

      ‘It is if you’ve been paying attention,’ I replied. ‘Do you understand how serious uranium and plutonium are?’

      ‘As a heart attack,’ said Miles.

      ‘Exactly. And have either of you ever seen a nuclear weapon in person?’

      Both men shook their heads.

      ‘Then congratu-fucking-lations to the both of you,’ I said. ‘Because I have, and I have a rudimentary understanding of how dangerous they are. To dumb it down for you two simpletons, a nuclear weapon utilises nuclear fission to create a massive explosion. Nuclear fission itself is the process of splitting the nucleus of an atom, which is normally done by bombarding it with a neutron to create an unstable isotope. Now tell me, how many of those words did you two understand?’

      ‘Don’t act like we’re idiots,’ replied Whyte, not answering the question.

      ‘Explaining it is one thing, but the process itself is infinitely more complex,’ I said, looking at the two ex-Federal Agents. ‘Understanding the theory behind it can take years at best. Every nuclear weapon ever created has been done so with some of humanity’s greatest minds at the helm, and do you want to guess how many of those geniuses have made their way to Second Solace?’

      Neither man answered.

      ‘None of them, judging by what I’ve seen over the last week,’ I said. ‘There isn’t a chance in hell that whatever they’ve been working on up there is nuclear. I’ve been in that bunker and I haven’t once seen anything that even indicated that it's a dangerous place to be. And think of the locale. If they cocked it up and set off a nuclear explosion under a mountain, imagine the damage that would bring down, not just on their happy little settlement, but everywhere in the goddamn state.  It would spell the end of everything they’ve worked for because of one careless mistake. No matter how detailed Al-Assad’s instructions may be, it’s nothing compared to good old fashioned experience. Cage was a smart man. He wouldn’t have let them tinker on something if it could bring his dream crashing down.’

      ‘What do you mean, was a smart man?’ asked Whyte.

      ‘Maddox Cage is dead,’ I replied, not looking at him. ‘He died last night.’

      ‘I underestimated you, Stone,’ remarked Miles, clapping his hands together. ‘Maybe we did pick the right man for the job.’

      ‘And I owe you twenty bucks,’ jeered Whyte to his partner. ‘I thought our man would turn up empty handed.’

      ‘I didn’t kill him,’ I said. ‘That honour goes to his second in command, Cecilia Mendes.’

      ‘The convict?’ snorted Miles. ‘She’s his second?’

      ‘What was she convicted of?’ I asked.

      ‘She shot a teenager after a botched robbery,’ Whyte said. ‘The victim was the niece of that up and coming politician Andrew Parker. He went real hard and made an example of her. She was supposed to serve life. Ended up serving twenty five for good behaviour.’

      ‘Must have been some good behaviour to get her out fifteen years early,’ I said.

      ‘The best, considering she’ll have been up against the death penalty,’ said Whyte. ‘But this isn’t about her, I want to know about the bomb.’

      ‘What more is there to say?’ I said. ‘They don’t even have a single sign anywhere telling people to wear a hazmat suit. So whatever it is, it's not nuclear.’

      ‘Only problem is, there’s more than one kind of bomb they could have built up there,’ said Miles. ‘And not all of them require a Masters Degree in science to build.’

      ‘They aren’t building pipe bombs up there, if that’s what you’re wondering,’ I replied.

      ‘They didn’t need any bombs for 9/11,’ said Whyte, a hollow expression on his face. ‘So you’ll forgive us if we aren’t deterred by the size of their arsenal.’

      ‘The largest stone makes the biggest ripple, but the sharpest strikes the fish.’ I said.

      ‘What?’ asked Miles.

      ‘It’s just something Al-Assad said to Cage when he got here.’

      ‘Now how on earth do you know that?’ asked Whyte.

      I pulled out the cassettes from my bag and handed them over.

      ‘In case you needed evidence for this charade,’ I said. ‘There’s a couple dozen more hidden in a safe in Cage’s office as well.’

      ‘Well shit,’ smirked Whyte. ‘I think we might have what we need.’

      He looked at his partner, who shared a similar gleeful look.

      ‘You’ve hit the mother-lode, Jimmy my boy,’ said Miles, patting me on the arm.

      ‘Don’t call me Jimmy.’

      ‘And here I was thinking you weren't worth shit,’ laughed Whyte.

      ‘Easy on the kid, Whyte,’ chuckled Miles. ‘We still need him to guide the way forward.’

      ‘Whatever you want, count me out,’ I snapped. ‘I'm done with you two.’

      ‘James, this goes down two ways,’ said Whyte. ‘Either you help us then go off to spend your days in a prison cell, or you get a bullet in the head. It's that simple. No need to sugarcoat a shit sandwich.’

      And in a move that made me hate the two men a bit more, they clapped hands together in a high five.

      ‘You two really are the worst people I've ever met.’ I said.

      ‘You're no shining star yourself, Jimmy boy,’ said Miles. ‘But putting our differences aside, there is a woman up in those hills that needs our help. All of ours. And if what you say is on those tapes is true, then we have all the cause we need to go in, and not concern ourselves with the stacking body count.’

      ‘Three people are no match for them,’ I said. ‘They outnumber us at least twenty to one.’

      ‘We don't need to take all of them down, James,’ said Whyte with a condescending tone. ‘We're federal agents, after all. Unlike you, we can't be seen shooting women and children.’

      I took another swing at him. He dodged it.

      ‘You're a feisty one, aren't you,’ he teased.

      ‘And besides, you've made it in and out of that bunker how many times without getting shot?’ asked Miles. ‘If you can manage it, we all can together.’

      ‘I wouldn’t want to get in the way of your bromance,’ I said. ‘Two is company. Three is a crowd.’

      ‘Come on now, James,’ said Whyte. ‘For Agent Noble, why don't you fix some of the wrongs you've made?’

      Both men smiled at me. Pristine teeth glistening, perfectly trimmed goatee flecked with flakes of snow.

      ‘What do you say, James?’ asked Miles. ‘The three musketeers, or a bullet in the brain?’
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      A cloudless sky gave way to a brisk, low sun, which hung just beneath the trees as we made our way north. The crisp, frozen snow made a satisfying crunch as my boots sank in a good few inches with every step. The two disgraced agents in close pursuit, literally following in my footsteps to preserve energy. Their winter coats hugged tightly to their torsos, keeping them warm and alert. I, on the other hand, was tired, angry and numb from the cold within minutes, which only made my approach to the place I'd hoped to leave behind for good, all the more tedious.

      It became quickly apparent that we were somewhere south of the main entrance to Second Solace. The high wall appeared through the trees, blocking our approach.

      ‘How do we get through?’ whispered Whyte behind me.

      ‘There's a gate off to the right if you want a more direct approach, and possibly a bullet wound or two,’ I said. ‘I'm happy to wait here and see how that fares you.’

      ‘How did you get past?’ asked Miles.

      ‘In a vehicle,’ I replied. ‘I never came out this way alone.’

      ‘Why don't we just use the cave route you came out of?’ asked Whyte.

      ‘Because that leads directly into the courthouse, and after last night, there's not a chance in hell you'll make it out of there alive.’

      ‘Then get thinking, genius,’ snapped Miles.

      I did exactly that. From my perimeter search shortly after my arrival, I knew just how impenetrable Second Solace was. With a circumference made up almost exclusively of high-rising rock walls or man-made defences, the only place left was the river cascading along to our left.

      ‘I have an idea,' I said, ‘but don't hold me to it.’

      ‘Always trying to pass the buck,’ sighed Whyte.

      I stuck a pale, frozen middle finger up at him and headed off west. The rush of the river was already intensely audible, and grew ever more deafening as we approached. Swathes of white, turbulent foam dashed and slapped against a ferocious current. The water looked glacial as it rushed by in a torrent of insurmountable fury. Years of relentless battery had hollowed out the embankment as the river turned steadily away, following the flow of the valley south.  Miles inched closer to inspect. The look on his face was not ideal.

      ‘If we could get down there,’ he said, pointing at the slim stretch of dirt torn loose by the current. ‘We might be able to cross past the wall unseen.’

      Agent Whyte looked at me.

      ‘Ladies first,’ he said with a smirk.

      Which was more than fine with me. The unstable gangway would not last for long. The first person onto it was either going to make it across, or plunge into freezing water and meet their doom. Not exactly a painless death, but a quick one. The first person along had the best chances of it being the former, leaving the two bemused agents to deal with the shit end of the stick.

      With Miles proffering his hand to lower me down, I edged my way slowly to the edge. The drop was maybe five or six feet down, but the spot I had to land on was hardly a foot in depth.

      ‘This is a bad idea, James,’ said the Wolf, ever the prophet of useful information.

      Ignoring him, I hung my legs over the end. The ground sagged a little, but held. I worked around onto my stomach and took Miles by the hand. Then I lowered myself down.

      The current sounded like the roar of an engine, so close to my ears. Spray soaked my clothes and skin as my feet touched down on unpleasantly soft dirt. With my free hand, I grasped my fingers around the roots of a long dead tree, and steadied myself. As though on a tightrope high above the ground, I didn't look down. Once satisfied I wasn't going to fall in, Miles let go.

      ‘Off you go,’ he shouted over the din.

      I inched my foot to the left. Chunks of dirt broke free and tumbled backwards into the river. I tested the ground. It was secure. I pressed down with my foot. It held. I looked along and found more roots protruding from the mud and reached out for them. I gave them a tug. They didn't break loose.

      I committed to the move. With a stomach that felt like it consisted entirely of lead, I swung my body to the left. Nothing broke. Nothing plunged into the raging current. I was alive, for now.

      Above me, I saw Miles swing his legs over the side, and with the help of his partner, he lowered himself down beside me. He ignored my muted protests, or the slap on the leg I gave him as his foot nearly kicked me in the head. My opinion didn't matter, and I just hoped it wasn't at the cost of our lives.

      With haste, I found the next spot to stand on and tested my weight on it. The ground felt a little sturdier, but there were no branches to cling on to. Instead, I found a rock packed into the dirt and pulled it loose. It fell with a splash into the water, leaving behind an alcove large enough to jam my fingers inside. And as Miles landed by my side, I stepped away from him.

      The wall of Second Solace looked much taller from this angle. It rose high above me, the nearest post mere inches from my head. If the river corroded much more of the bank, it was in danger of collapsing all together. But that was not my concern.

      As I took another careful step to my left, I saw Whyte commit to the descent. He landed by his partner's side as I made it past the high-stretching wall and grabbed hold of a handful of dead roots. Wherein my role changed. I had no desire to hang around in such a precarious position for longer than necessary, but getting out would prove difficult. The bank was a little higher on the Second Solace side, maybe eight feet from unsafe footing to terra firma. And without something solid to grab hold of, I would have to make a literal leap of faith to climb up.

      To my right, Miles moved. At the point where roots were no longer an option, he didn't take hold of the recess I had crafted, instead opting to grip onto a jagged lump directly above him. I realised what it was a moment too late. The underside of the wooden post groaned as Miles committed his weight to it, and the surrounding ground broke away with ease. Whyte spotted it just in time, snatching hold of his partner's coat and heaving him out the way just as a mound of dirt, and a four-hundred pound post, smashed into the spot he had been forced to vacate. With a splash that soaked the three of us, the post hit the water and sunk under the surface.

      My eyes darted from the two agents, both of whom were wide-eyed and pale-faced with shock, to the ruined wall above us. The newly appointed end post swayed precariously as the surrounding ground suddenly became unstable. Miles made a move to progress, but I waved him back, eyes fixed on the situation above.

      Not because of the post. Because of the shouting.

      At least two voices could be heard over the rush of the river. Moments after I heard them, so did Miles and Whyte, who both retreated further back to more stable ground. I pinned myself closer to the embankment, praying no one would be able to spot me.

      ‘Shit,’ came a male voice from above that I didn't recognise. ‘Didn't I tell you this was bound to happen?'

      ‘Ain't no use bitching about it now,’ said another guy. ‘We need to get this secured on the goddamn double.’

      I spotted a hand above me grasp the protruding dirt inches from the top of my head and give it a wiggle.

      ‘Seems stable enough to me,’ said the first man.

      ‘You want to tell the boss we think it's stable?’ snapped the second guy. ‘Or do you want to do your job and get this shit fixed?’

      ‘Alright, alright. What should we do?’

      ‘You wait here. I'll go get some tools and see if we can pin these few posts together. That should sort it in the short term.’

      ‘What about the long term?’

      ‘It ain't my job to worry about that shit. Let Cecilia and the rest of them figure it out. Wait here, I'll be ten minutes.’

      ‘Why do I got to wait?’ snapped the first man.

      ‘Because if the whole thing falls in, I want to make sure it takes your dumb ass out with it,’ said the second man.

      He must have left, because a few seconds later, I heard the first man say, ‘asshole.’

      The ground beneath my feet felt dreadfully unstable. I could feel it squelch and loosen with every slight movement, and no matter how sturdy the roots I held onto felt, they wouldn't keep me from falling if the ground gave way. I looked over at Miles and Whyte. Miles was miming something. With care not to expose himself to the man above, he gestured with his free hand the act of plucking something above him, and pulling it down. It didn't take a genius to figure out what he wanted me to do.

      Slowly, and with great care, I leaned backwards so I could see the guy above. He was there. His back turned to me, watching his companion head off in search of tools. But his head was easily eight feet above mine, and the nearest point I had to cling on to him was the band of his jeans, which were six feet at best. Athletic as I may be, I couldn’t leap six feet into the air off of unstable ground to haul a guy backwards.

      I checked the surrounding dirt. No easily dislodged rocks in sight, but there was the outline of a root that weaved in and out near my stomach. I clawed at the dirt, breaking away enough to tug out the root. When there was enough to give myself purchase to lodge my foot through the gap, I readjusted my stance and took a deep breath. Three feet up for my boot, then it all came down to luck. I ignored the glaring eyes of the two men to my right and tightened my grip on the roots. Breathe in. Breathe out. Then go.

      With both hands wrapped around the tree roots, I launched up off the bank and let go. My left boot found the root and dug in enough to continue my upward trajectory. Both hands were free and stretching rabidly up to find something to snatch hold of. A guard’s leg. A clump of long grass. Anything.

      They found neither. As soon as my head was clear of the surface, I saw the guard had shifted. No longer was he directly above me, but instead had moved closer to the dislodged post to investigate. His new position brought me launching up in his peripheral, and he spun round in utter shock as a figure rose up out of seemingly nowhere to attack. As I reached my pinnacle, he spun his rifle clumsily around, bringing it within my grasp. My hands wrapped around the barrel and heaved it back towards the raging torrent below.

      The guard let out a squeal and tried to counter my weight. His finger pressed down on the trigger, and a round of bullets exploded out of the barrel, and sliced into the river. But that was all the guard could do to defend himself. Without a solid stance, there was little to stop him going arse over tit directly into the glacial river. He hit the water with a splash just as graceful as the upended post, and was hauled away downstream before he could resurface.

      Using the grip on the barrel to stop me plunging backwards, I had let go just as the first bullet exited the weapon, just in time to flatten my torso down on the snow. With rabid desperation, I clawed my way up and rolled onto my side, free of the river and its deathly clutch, and stared up at the bright blue sky, panting like a dog.

      ‘Bravo,’ cheered Miles, who had pulled himself back up on the other side of the wall where he had descended. ‘I thought for sure you would screw that up.’

      I said nothing, exhausted and drained as the adrenaline began to subside. Miles helped Whyte back up, and together, they used the newly created gap to cross over the boundary. Their smugness was not disguised.

      ‘On your feet, soldier,’ said Whyte. ‘Someone is sure to have heard that. We’ve got to hustle.’

      Getting across Second Solace was a long and stressful process. Under the blinding light of day, there was little we could do to mask ourselves from watchful eyes. With their white winter coats, Miles and Whyte did at least have it easier than me who, with only borrowed old garments that did little to stem the chill of snow seeping into my skin, struggled with every second. As we escaped into the safety of the trees, I spotted people running towards the sound of the gunshots. At least a dozen of them, all armed with assault rifles, all ready for battle. But as they reached the breached wall, we were long gone.

      Progress was slow. I kept myself low to the ground, leaving the two trained agents to handle any threats that came our way. Both men were armed with MP5 submachine guns with suppressors attached. I wondered what that did to the decibels. In an open, quiet, and awfully still forest, I didn’t think it would be enough.

      But we made it across the settlement without running into anyone. It took me by surprise just how quiet the whole place was. During my week of residency, I had never seen the place so empty. Perhaps they were all bundled up in the courthouse, coming to some kind of consensus on what to do next. Or maybe they were holed up in the bunker, ready for a fight.

      I led Miles and Whyte to the gap in the northern wall that I had used on numerous occasions to sneak out. The boards came free, and I climbed over, watching for anyone nearby.

      ‘Be careful,’ I advised the two men as they climbed down beside me. ‘We need to watch our feet here. It’s a minefield.’

      Whyte let out a burst of laughter.

      ‘Shit, Stone,’ he chortled, ‘you are the most gullible person I’ve ever met. You should check the picture that accompanies that word in the dictionary. I bet you’d find your ugly ass staring right back at you.’

      ‘By all means, ignore my advice. I don’t care if you lose a limb or three.’

      He smirked, but put up no counter argument, which I took to mean he would do as told, for now.

      I crossed to the fist boulder, and waved the two men to follow. They did, weapons raised and trained on the horizon for any opposition. None met us, so I continued to the second, and third, and fourth, all the while followed by trained killers.

      We made it across the minefield, regardless whether the story was true, without meeting resistance, and as we drifted into the dense trees, I stopped.

      ‘What’s the hold up?’ asked Miles.

      ‘We have two options,’ I said. ‘I found a side entrance that only had one guy on the door, but there’s no telling whether there will be more or less people there now.’

      ‘What’s option two?’ he asked.

      ‘The front. It’s higher up, and where they park all their vehicles. We should be able to get a better idea of what they’re up to that way, but they’ll more likely see us coming. The trees thin out up there.’

      Miles and Whyte shared a look.

      ‘Option one,’ said Whyte. ‘Noble told us about that. She never saw more than a couple of soldiers on guard there.’

      ‘Then follow me.’ I said, turning, and making my way into the trees.

      Branches snagged at my clothes, but at least here I was less likely to be seen. My darker attire blended better with the backdrop of dark pine, whereas Miles and Whyte stood out like nuns in a strip club. Their unease was palpable, and I enjoyed every minute of it. We reached the split in the trees where the track led right up to the main entrance and looked around. No one. Nor, as I looked back down at the settlement below us, were there any signs of activity there either. The lack of life turned my stomach to ice. Something was definitely wrong.

      ‘This way,’ I said, leading them across and into the neighbouring woods.

      As we approached the spot that I guessed to be the side entrance, I swung around my bag and pulled out a pack of astronaut food.

      ‘What you got there, Stone?’ called Whyte from the back of the line.

      ‘Keep your voice down,’ I hissed.

      ‘He’s got food,’ said Miles, his tone hushed.

      ‘Send some this way, I’m starving.’ Whyte said, ignoring my request for subtlety.

      I threw the packet I had opened at him. Some of the contents slipped out and landed in the snow.

      ‘Asshole,’ he said.

      ‘No, you’re welcome,’ I replied, thoroughly annoyed. I passed a sachet to Miles, and took a final packet for myself. By the time the food was finished, I could see the clearing through the trees. ‘Here,’ I said, taking a knee and letting the others catch up.

      We had arrived closer to the south side of the clearing with a better view of anyone by the door. Sure enough, there were two men, both standing still, staring lazily into the trees. Both had weapons slung over their shoulders, but neither seemed alert enough to be able to reach them in a fight.

      ‘What should we do?’ I asked, but Miles patted me on the shoulder.

      ‘We’ve got this,’ he said with a smirk.

      With a unity born only from high compatibility and lengthy companionship, the two agents launched out of the trees without a word spoken, and took down their targets. One round each. Two heads turned to mist. The suppressed MP5s were far from quiet, but the noise sounded more like a thump than a crack which, out here, had to mean an awful lot.

      Miles and Whyte kept moving, scanning the clearing for any other targets, before reaching the door. Miles kept his weapon trained on the entrance, while Whyte covered me.

      ‘Tell me, what’s on the other side?’ asked Miles.

      I gave the two men a rundown of what we were to expect, thankful that both agents had mounted torches on their weapons to save us the embarrassment of my last visit.

      ‘There was no one inside when I was here last, but that was the middle of the night,’ I said in a hushed tone. ‘And I don’t know where the lift will take us if we go down.’

      Miles nodded.

      ‘We’ll have to find out for ourselves,’ he said. He lowered his left hand and pulled out the pistol I had stolen, and held it out for me. ‘Don’t forget, we could take you down a whole lot sooner than you could us,’ he said, not looking at me.

      I took the weapon and nodded.

      ‘Don’t make us regret this,’ snarled Whyte.

      ‘I won’t,’ I said.

      Whyte nodded, and moved to open the door.
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      Light flooded into the dark, enclosed space. Walls lined with reinforced steel met my eyes, something I had previously been unable to see. Miles took the lead and, with a knowing pat on the shoulder from Whyte, I followed close behind. Whyte slid the door shut behind us, returning the corridor to a void of all light. Both agents switched on their mounted torch attachments to counter the dark.

      ‘Keep going this way, then we go down some stairs,’ I whispered. My voice carried much farther than I had hoped, echoing faintly off the cragged walls back at myself. Miles merely nodded, and set off at a slow, methodical pace, his footsteps making but the slightest of noises. I tried to imitate him, but my boots were too big and cumbersome to be so delicate. All I could achieve was a low thud thud thud with each step. And anyone who came to investigate likely wouldn’t last long.

      We reached the stairs and changed formation. Whyte went first, weapon raised at the elevator entrance. Miles with his weapon pointed the way we had just come. And me, watching Whyte descend, and hoping someone was hiding under the stairs to shoot him in the back. No one did, and we made it to the elevator unscathed.

      I peered through the corrugated bars. No elevator.

      ‘Press the button,’ said Whyte. I could feel the MP5 close to my back.

      I did as he asked, and summoned the elevator.

      The noise sounded like an old tractor engine. Chains clattered and screeched in protest as they began to heave the heavy object up from the depths of hell. Echoes rattled through my head. The reverberations shook inside my chest. I gripped the pistol tighter and took a step back. I didn’t want to be the human shield, should there be a passenger. But Whyte and Miles closed ranks, weapons trained on the approaching lift, and didn’t budge. My role was cast iron. First to taste the bullet.

      If it came to that.

      The wailing and screeching and rattling and rumbling grew louder. The top of the elevator appeared. My sweating palms gripped the pistol. My mouth felt dry. The body of the elevator slid into view, too dark to see what lurked behind those bars. And then, with a clatter that rang out over a newfound silence, it came to a stop. A small nudge in the back told me I was to open it, and expose my delicate self to whatever lurked there. I took a deep breath and stepped forwards, grasped the shutters with my right hand, and pointed the pistol into the dark.

      I heaved the shutter aside.

      The elevator was empty. As two beams of light bounced around with vexatious abandon, I exhaled. Not dead. Yet. We piled inside, Miles and Whyte once more forcing me to the front to take the brunt of whatever waited below. I pushed the lower of the two buttons on the console, and heard the incessant clatter as the lift burst into life once more.

      Down we went. The corridor drifted up away from us, replaced only by dark, oppressive stone. The light of the torches detailed contours of rough rock, carved away decades ago to make way for the shaft. Stale air greeted my nose and lungs, which only served to exasperate the rising sense of anxiety and claustrophobia that burned white hot inside my chest and mind. I breathed in and out, shooing away the dour thoughts that fixated in my head. Just breathe. In and out. In and out. Breathe.

      It felt like an age, drifting deeper and deeper into the chasms of the underworld. My eyes unfocused, leaving only the blurred shapes of movement to distract my chaotic brain. Breathe. Breathe.

      And then, light appeared. Not the cold and white of torchlight, but deep and sombre and static. The elevator came to a stop, and once more I was pushed forwards to do the honour of losing first blood. Same approach as last time. One hand on the shutters, one on the pistol, and one deep breath. I pulled it aside.

      What greeted us was not like the corridor above, nor the cave entrance even higher. This was a place within which lurked dark and treacherous secrets and, like a mother bear protecting its newborn cubs from an intruder, I was sure we were precariously close to danger.

      The room was not much bigger than the average living room, but it's contents would be starkly out of place in any residential home. Steel lockers that stretched up from the ground to the rock ceiling lined the sides of the room, with a single rusted bench sat directly between them. I could make out an assortment of clothes stuffed inside the closest lockers on my right, with combination locks dangling from the handles. Two large, neon yellow signs hung on either side of a secure door directly opposite us, which itself looked like it could outlast Armageddon through sheer brute of will. However it was the signs that drew my attention.

      
        
        Warning.

        Highly unstable environment.

        Proceed with caution.

      

      

      ‘Well, that ain't great,’ said Whyte. He pushed past me and scanned the small room, although it was certainly unoccupied. Once satisfied with my initial assumption, he straightened his posture, but did not lower the weapon.

      ‘Check the lockers,’ Miles said, and with another nudge forwards, I figured he was talking to me.

      ‘Sir yes sir,’ I barked sarcastically, stepping forwards and trying the first locker. The combination padlock secured the contents from my prying eyes, but through the slats I could tell they stored personal effects. I worked my way around the room, trying handles. Those that were locked appeared full of belongings. Those that weren't were empty. Eight lockers in total. Five of them in use. Whyte came to the same conclusion.

      ‘Five hostiles, minimum,’ he said to his partner.

      ‘Better than thirty,’ I interjected, to no response.

      ‘What's our play?’ asked Miles.

      The pair discussed tactics, ignoring me like parents ignoring a child while they have a grown up conversation. I rechecked the room. Hanging off the end of the locker between it and the wall, a crumpled set of coveralls sagged on a metal hanger. The smell of disinfectant was potent even from a distance. I wondered what it was used for.

      ‘Ready up,’ ordered Whyte. I turned around and saw both men standing by the door. ‘You stay back and let us do the real work.’

      ‘Demoted from a meat shield. That’s some going,’ I said.

      ‘You can be our cheerleader,’ Miles smirked.

      He put his hands on the door handle and pulled it down. With a loud clunk, it gave way, and Miles heaved it open. Another corridor. One of about a billion down in the depths of the bunker. Two ways to go. Left or right. Miles and Whyte turned left without question and started off down the corridor. But something held me back. Something deep inside my mind. The Wolf.

      ‘What is it?’ I asked of him.

      ‘This isn’t the way.’ His voice echoed in my brain.

      ‘The way to what?’

      ‘Go right,’ he insisted, not answering my question.

      I turned right and started to move.

      ‘This way, Stone,’ ordered Whyte.

      I ignored him. At the end of the corridor was another door. I pushed it open. Hurried footsteps behind me told me the two men had followed. I felt a hand snatch at my wrist and pull me back.

      ‘Damnit, Stone. When I give you an order, you damn well better-’

      But as his eyes flashed across the contents of the room beyond the open door, he stopped dead in his tracks. His mouth fell open.

      ‘You were saying?’ I said, unable to hide the satisfaction from my voice.

      A dozen computer monitors circa mid-eighties sat in rows of six on a long line of desks. A garish green glare emitted from each screen, illuminating the cluster of papers that adorned the walls, and looked strangely alien in such a dark, secluded space.

      Miles and Whyte approached with caution, as though knowledge of the place’s existence would cause it to go up in flames. They fanned around the room, checking for threats both human or manmade. Only when they had satisfied their paranoia did they turn to observe the contents of the room.

      By which time, I was already a step ahead of them.

      ‘You two might want to check this out,’ I said, pointing at the documents pinned to the wall. They rejoined me and, as the news sunk in, both men swore in unison.

      ‘What on earth?’ gasped Miles.

      ‘I’m not sure what you guys would call it, but this looks like the kind of board a deranged killer puts together before they go completely mental,’ I said. ‘A murder wall, if you will.’

      What had drawn my attention was a news article a little over three years old, from a time when Second Solace was but a blip on the FBI’s radar, Al-Assad was assumed dead, and I was rotting in a hole in Afghanistan.

      The photograph was that of a clean-shaven man in a suit jacket and tie who stood before a crowd, gestating confidently with his hands while his image was immortalised in picture. The headline filled a near equal amount of space as the image itself, and read “Local Politician To Tackle Rampant Rise In Vagrancy.” I scanned the article.

      Local politician, Andrew Parker stunned audiences today at a local rally in Missoula when he outlined plans to put an end to what he calls “the disruptive few”. Parker - pictured above - took the stage to applause from his adoring audience, and discussed his audacious plans to revitalise his home state through the increased funding of greener energy sources, state-sponsored internships, and through the continued development of affordable technologies to improve working conditions.

      But there was one topic that Mr Parker - forerunner for Governor of Montana - addressed as his chief concern: a movement designed to drag citizens into the twenty-first century.

      “We live in an age where it is increasingly difficult to just bury your head in the sand and forgo our duty to this great nation by upholding the values it was built upon, and yet there are those out there who are trying to do precisely that,” said Parker in front of an audience of eight-hundred.

      But whatever he had gone on to say was missing. The newspaper clipping had been torn on an angle, below which were a series of photographs taken of Andrew Parker at various locations. The more I looked at the face staring up at me from a couple dozen sources felt strangely familiar, but I couldn’t think why.

      ‘Parker is the target,’ breathed Whyte. ‘Shit. It all makes sense now.’

      ‘Does it?’ I asked.

      ‘Besides the fact he has a vendetta against Cecilia Mendes, Andrew Parker has been trying to clamp down on what he calls an “outdated society,”’ said Miles, air quoting the last two words. ‘He says progression is necessary to keeping America on top. Places like China and Japan have the technological foresight to run circles around us, and Parker thinks that unless we stamp out the old ways, we can’t pave a new path forwards.’

      ‘Which contradicts exactly what Cage wanted with this place,’ I said. ‘He thought society was getting weaker, the more it relied on future comforts.’

      ‘Two sides of the coin,’ said Miles. ‘No way to tell which is right till the damn thing lands. But if he is their target, what is the plan?’

      We searched the room. Whyte scanned the computers for usable Intel while Miles checked through the stacks of documents contained inside the cabinets. I read through the numerous cutouts pinned to the walls that detailed the life of a politician.

      Andrew Parker had grown up like so many American citizens. A nuclear family, a happy childhood, and a need for something more. A print of his service record pinned next to an advertisement for a luxurious hotel in New York told me he’d joined the army in his late teens. Rose through the ranks and left with what I could tell was an honourable discharge before the age of thirty. He’d gone straight into the world of politics, his ideals too grand and his smile too wide to say no to. Almost everything I read of him heralded him a visionary, a saint, a leader.

      Almost everything.

      Because, like everything in life, there are two sides to the coin, and for every five appraisals was one vilification. The first came in the form of an online article from a website called Freedom Fighters, and was as much an attack on the current political climate as it was on Andrew Parker himself. The rise of a controlled state was chief among their concerns, with the author going so far as to declare Parker a terrorist to the constitution. Taking people by the hand and guiding them to the digital age was in as poor taste as declaring atheism, or declaring oneself a homosexual, both of which were highlighted as dreaded outcomes of Parker’s proposed future for the country. It didn't sound that bad. A world where you could be free to love whoever without others being able to smite you down with some higher being seemed alright to me. But the world had already thrashed me with the terrorist brush, so what did I know.

      ‘Found anything?’ asked Miles.

      ‘Nothing concrete,’ said Whyte.

      ‘I found a recipe for a cheese soufflé, it that’s any help,’ I said, looking at the underside of one of the articles I’d read, which did indeed have such a recipe printed on the back.

      ‘Asshole, take this seriously,’ Whyte snapped.

      ‘Do you need further proof this guy is the target?’ I asked. ‘How many murder walls do you need to just call it in and tell Parker to pull a sickie?’

      ‘We’re already in up to our assholes in shit,’ said Miles. ‘We need to come back with proof, otherwise this is all just circumstantial.’

      ‘It’s circumstantial to create a murder board of the man trying to destabilise the thing you’ve built your life around?’ I asked.

      ‘Get this through your skull, Stone,’ shouted Whyte. ‘We go to our bosses and tell them Parker is a target to a bunch of hippy lunatics in the mountains, but we don’t know what they’re planning, where they plan on doing it, or even when. We can’t even be damn certain he is their target. I hate my next-door neighbour. Doesn’t mean I’m going to hit them with my Prius, does it? If we can’t give them proof, we’re better off dead. Throwing a wrench in a guy like Andrew Parker’s schedule costs tens of thousands of dollars. We can’t do that on a whim.’

      ‘But it’s a threat on his life,’ I said. ‘You can’t tell me they won’t take that seriously.’

      ‘James, the man is a presidential candidate,’ said Miles, emphasising the last two words. ‘He gets a hundred death threats before breakfast. And not all of them are hoaxes. They have a team that deal with this shit twenty-four seven. And it’s only going to get worse the closer we get to the elections. All we have to go on is a collage of the guy’s face, and the word of a wanted fugitive.’

      ‘And those cassettes,’ I said. ‘There’s plenty of proof on them.’

      ‘Do they say when and where they plan to attack Parker?’ asked Miles.

      ‘No, but-’

      ‘Then we keep searching,’ he interrupted, ‘I know you’re just trying to save the day, but in the real world we need proof, facts, evidence. Something we can take to the boss to shut this shit down before it goes too far.’

      ‘Then might I suggest we look elsewhere?’ I said. ‘Unless you two want to book a getaway to Manhattan, or find out what flavour ice-cream Parker likes the most. Because that’s about the most we’ll find here.’

      ‘Lead the way, Jimmy.’

      ‘Don’t call me Jimmy.’

      I felt a prickle in the back of my head as the Wolf reappeared.

      ‘Here to guide my hand once more?’ I asked him.

      ‘I was here,’ he muttered. ‘While you were - let’s say - predisposed, I got us out of trouble.’

      ‘So you know the way out?’

      ‘Maybe.’

      ‘What do you mean, maybe?’

      ‘It wasn’t that simple,’ he said. ‘I needed out, okay? I don’t like being underground.’

      Yeah, don’t I know it.

      ‘I don’t remember this place, but down there I’m getting something,’ he said, pointing at a door off to my right.

      Without offering a word to Miles or Whyte, I walked over to the door and opened it. The corridor beyond was dark, much darker than what my eyes were used to. Hurried footsteps behind me told me the two agents had followed, and a moment later their beams of light cast ahead of me.

      ‘This way,’ said the Wolf, guiding me further and deeper.

      Another set of stairs took us down. The air was stale and damp. The walls oozed with condensation. It was impossible to tell how far down we were, but it felt like one more set of stairs would take us straight to the gates of hell. I turned a corner, opened a door and…

      Two people turned to look at me. Both men, dressed in battle gear, both armed with assault rifles. They turned to look at me as I opened the door.

      No one spoke.

      The moment shattered as they swung up their weapons and pointed them at me. A hand on my side threw me aside, and as I crashed into the wall, a chorus of gunfire exploded in the confined space. Two loud, scattering bursts from the two hostiles stunned and disorientated me, while two quieter, suppressed bursts finished the job. The two hostiles dropped to the ground, heads turned to mush. I looked up at Whyte.

      ‘Jesus, boy, you ever think about not bursting into rooms like a goddamn elephant?’ he snapped.

      I didn’t reply. My head was too much of a stunned mess. Miles extended a hand and helped me to my feet.

      ‘Sorry,’ I said. ‘Didn’t think they’d be down here.’

      ‘Try a subtler approach next time,’ Whyte said. But as he spoke, his face changed. ‘You hear that?’ He asked.

      I turned and listened. Couldn’t hear anything, save for the ringing in my ears. But as it subsided, I heard a noise.

      Nothing big. Just a murmur. A whimper.

      ‘I remember this place,’ said the Wolf. He drifted ahead, looking around at the space.

      I watched him, followed his gaze with my own eyes and took in the room. It was unlike anything else I’d seen. A narrow corridor ran through the centre, splintering off at intervals into small alcoves, each of which was separated by thick iron bars. The noise was coming from the space at the back on the left.

      I approached. The noise grew a little louder. Definitely a whimper. Definitely a living being, startled by the loud noise.

      ‘You two better get over here,’ I shouted, as I reached the source of the noise.

      There was space for a door, with a heavy iron bar holding it in place. I heaved it loose and swung the door open.

      And looked at the person cowering inside.
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      The figure shrunk deeper into the cell. Long, tussled hair hung over the face of what was either that of a small, malnourished child or a woman on the brink of starvation. As the glare of Whyte's flashlight hit her, I knew the answer. A hollow, gaunt eye peered at us through the clump of hair, terrified and blinded by bright light. This was a figure far removed from the photo I had seen all those weeks previously of a strong, confident federal agent with the world at her fingertips.

      ‘Jessica?’ it was Whyte who spoke. His voice full of incredulity.

      ‘Turn that off,’ barked Miles, startling the poor woman.

      Whyte switched off the light and dropped his MP5, which hung down by his side.

      ‘Jess, it's me. Kayden,’ Whyte cooed. ‘We've come to save you.’

      Noble didn't speak. Whether she knew who Whyte was, or believed what she saw with her eyes was true, I couldn't tell, but she didn't leap up in celebration. Instead, she sunk back deeper and tighter up against the wall. An act I would have thought impossible, given how small she already appeared.

      ‘It's okay,’ said Miles, dropping to his partner's side and mimicking his reassurances. ‘You're going to be okay.’

      Her body shivered. Her breathing was fast, and hoarse. Each gasp sounding like a wounded animal. I stayed back. No need to spook her further.

      ‘Jess, it's me. Kayden Whyte. We're going to get you out of here,’ Whyte pushed. ‘Do you understand what I'm saying?’

      She made a noise that was somewhere between a gasp and a whimper.

      ‘Everything is going to be okay,’ said Miles. ‘You don't have to stay here anymore.’

      ‘No.’ Her voice was high and shrill and ended with a sob.  ‘You're not real.’

      ‘We are Jess,’ insisted Whyte. ‘We've come to get you out. I promise you, we are real.’

      With a gentility I had not seen before in the man, he reached out his hand. Not all the way to her. Halfway. A compromise. Proof he was real, should she decide to check. She didn't take it. Her hands wrapped around her knees, which were buried deep into her chest. They were near skeletal.

      ‘Please,’ whimpered Miles. ‘We need to get you out of here. It's not safe.’

      ‘Leave me alone!’ Noble screamed. The shock of it stunned both men, but neither of them faltered. Whyte's hand remained outstretched.

      ‘We're not leaving here without you, Jess,’ Whyte said, and I could hear in his voice the hurt he felt. ‘I'd rather die than leave you.’

      But no matter what they said, Agent Jessica Noble wouldn't budge. I looked around. It wouldn't be long before someone came searching for the sound of the gunshots, no matter what the suppressor had done. And with two guards down, Cece would certainly send reinforcements the moment she figured out I was back in her lair. We didn't have time to do things the right way. Noble needed a push.

      I squeezed between the two men and, before they could stop me, I hopped across the cell and knelt down beside Noble. She recoiled by my presence, and her breathing intensified. I leaned in close, and blew air into her face.

      ‘Did you feel that?’ I asked in a low whisper.

      She nodded.

      ‘Ghosts can't do that,’ I said. ‘And trust me, I've had enough of them haunt me to know.’

      She loosened up a fraction.

      ‘Do you know who I am?’ I asked.

      She nodded again.

      ‘James Stone,’ she said. Her voice was groggy and fractured from atrophy.

      ‘Have we ever met?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Then why would your mind conjure me up?’

      She said nothing to that.

      ‘Let me tell you something,’ I continued, keeping my voice low and calm. ‘When I was in Afghanistan, I was held in a place like this too. Maybe a little smaller, and hotter. I hated it, being trapped and unable to move much, but over time, I started to fear what lay beyond my cage even more. I was afraid that whatever was out there would hurt me much more than my little cage. I panicked every time they opened it up and threw food at me. I was terrified to leave.’

      I watched her face. Saw the look of recognition in her eyes.

      ‘When they came to rescue me, I didn't want to leave,’ I said. ‘I fought it. I screamed and shouted and tried to stay put. But they pulled me out anyway, and when I saw the sun for the first time in months, I felt a part of me return.’

      With great care, I placed my hand on hers. Her skin was icy, and I could feel the bones in her hand protruding through the skin. She didn't pull away.

      ‘I bet you want to see the sun too, don't you?’ I said.

      She nodded again.

      ‘Do you think you can walk, or should we see if those two buffoons fancy giving you a lift?’

      Her eyes flashed across to Miles and Whyte, both poised in the door, ready for something. Recognition dawned in her face.

      ‘Those assholes? I'd like to see them try,’ she said. ‘They couldn't carry a conversation.’

      A tiny smile broke across her face. Whyte made a noise somewhere between a blubber and a laugh.

      I took a step back and stood up, held out my hand to her.

      ‘Whenever you're ready,’ I said.

      Her fingers reached out and gripped mine. And Agent Jessica Noble stepped back into the fight.

      And not a moment too soon.

      It happened, not all at once, but in a delayed relay. Yet we heard it right from the start. A distant noise met the silence. Hard to place at first, it grew louder with every second. At first, I thought it was an animal crying out in pain. No longer than two seconds in total, the noise shot up the octaves before it died away, so that it sounded like the beginnings of an ambulance's siren cut short. It repeated the noise, again and again, as it leapt from speaker to speaker, all the way down to us, until it was loud enough to confuse and disorientate. An alarm. A warning. We are coming for you.

      ‘This way,’ roared Agent Miles over the deafening racket and, without waiting for anyone to respond, he turned and ran back to the prison room door. Whyte took Noble's arm and slung it around his shoulder, holding the MP5 with one hand while his other proffered her waist. They moved slower than Miles, but not by much, and I could tell the work wasn't the sole credit of Whyte.

      The road ahead of her was a long, uphill struggle, but she was taking her first, frightful step. Noble was a fighter. The best of the best. And she wasn't ready to die.

      I followed close behind, ever aware that someone might come from behind. But as we navigated the labyrinth of corridors back to the elevator, not only did no one appear behind, but no one attacked from the front. And the realisation of why did little to lift my spirits.

      The elevator was right where we'd left it. Shutter open wide for us to jump inside. Miles was the first inside, with Noble and Whyte close on his six. I stopped short.

      ‘We need to find another way,’ I shouted.

      ‘We don't have time for your shit,’ barked Whyte over the noise. ‘Get inside.’

      ‘They're waiting for us,’ I shouted back. ‘They know we'll have to take the elevator. We'll be playing right into their hands.’

      ‘What choice do we have?’ said Miles.

      I didn't know, but there was something there in my mind, telling me no. The Wolf.

      ‘What is it?’ I asked of him.

      ‘I don't know,’ he snarled.

      ‘You were down here. How did you get out?’

      ‘I don't know. I was panicked. I needed air. I didn't pay attention to which way I went. All I know is, I didn't take the lift.’

      ‘There's another way out,’ I shouted to Miles and Whyte.

      ‘Why didn't you tell us sooner?’ barked Whyte.

      ‘We don't have time for this, come on.’

      I turned on my heel and ran back the way we had come. I dug deep into my mind, recalling fragments of information. Flashes plagued my memories. A rising sense of fear bubbled to the surface, yet it was not mine, it was his. Anxiety, claustrophobia, I could recall them with crystal clarity. And the clearer they became, the more I could see. I darted left and right, following a different path under the mountain.

      And on this new route, we were not alone. Two figures lying in wait opened fire as I turned the corner. I barely had the chance to leap backwards into Whyte as bullets ricocheted off the wall. Miles darted forwards and pinned himself against the corner. He returned fire, hitting his targets with careful, precise shots that caught both men in the face.

      ‘Keep moving,’ he bellowed, taking the lead.

      I followed close behind, showing him which way to go. The memories were there, shrouded in mist, but clearing with every turn. Twice I made a wrong move and had to double back at the chagrin of Miles and Whyte. But for every wrong turn made, three right turns brought us closer to freedom.

      I turned the corner, saw a single guard up ahead, and fired. Three bullets exited the chamber of the pistol, and two hit their target. As I squeezed the trigger a fourth time, and heard the click of an empty magazine, the guard crumpled to the ground, revealing behind him our exit.

      ‘Told you,’ I said over the excessive thumping of my heart. Miles pushed me aside and ran for the door. Whyte and Noble passed, and I followed behind, aware that I was out of ammo. I stowed the pistol and replaced it with the axe. Better than nothing.

      Daylight poured into the mountain as Miles wrenched open the door, and the smell of bitterly fresh winter air washed over us. The sight and smell lifted Noble up higher, closer to the source. Unaided by Whyte, she drifted out into the world.

      I was the last to leave. I swung the heavy door shut behind me and turned to watch the freed agent. Her body was atrophied from months of captivity, a feeling I knew all too well, but there was life in her veins, and spirit in her heart. The woman that turned to look at me was beat and wearied, but not that of the frightened creature secluded to her prison cell. This was a woman renewed. She ran her fingers through her thick, bushy black hair, revealing a contoured, dirty face. In the sunlight, I could see numerous grey hairs that hadn’t featured in the photograph Whyte had shown me. Months in captivity had done a number on her, but she wasn’t giving up.

      ‘Where’s the rendezvous?’ she asked of Miles and Whyte.

      The pair shared an uncomfortable glance.

      ‘We haven’t got one,’ said Miles uneasily. ‘We’re on our own here.’

      ‘Seriously?’

      ‘This whole thing is a serious fuck up, Jess,’ said Whyte. ‘They’ll have our asses the second we get back to HQ.’

      Noble sighed and looked around, caught between relief and dismay that the nightmare was not yet over.

      ‘I know where we can get a vehicle,’ I said, drawing the attention of all three federal agents. ‘They have a cave at the top of the bunker. They use it to park their trucks out of sight.’

      ‘Then what?’ spat Whyte. ‘We ask real nice if they don’t mind us taking one of their trucks and hauling ass out of here?’

      ‘Unless you fancy a thirty mile hike over the mountains, we don’t have much choice,’ I said.

      ‘And you know the way from here?’ asked Noble, eager for a plan.

      I shrugged.

      ‘How hard can it be?’ I said. ‘It’s higher up, and it faces out over Second Solace, so-’ I turned to locate the settlement, spotting it down through the trees to my left, ‘-we need to track around to the left.’

      ‘And you’re sure they have something we can drive up there?’ asked Miles.

      ‘Unless they all decided to vacate the base. And we better hurry,’ I said. ‘There’s only so long they’ll hang around waiting for us to go up in the elevator before they realise we came out the back. If we want to get the jump on them, we need to go now.’

      An unspoken consensus agreed, and together we turned and stormed up the mountain. The fresh midday air fuelled us like coal to a steam train, and we surged onwards, fires burning to the maximum. Even Noble, who by all accounts should have struggled with the excursion was up at the front, running unaided by her colleagues. Her eyes caught mine and, while I was by no means her comrade, she flashed a confident smile.

      The mouth of the cave came into sight. The guards I had duped on my last visit were gone, but as we drew closer, I saw why. Banded together with at least ten other heavily armed goons, they were all standing with their backs to the cave entrance, weapons pointed at the elevator. Practically begging us to beat them. But not entirely stupid. They were spaced out across the cave, covering a one-hundred and eighty degree arch for anyone coming up and out of the elevator. Some had found space behind cover, others had unintentionally positioned themselves at an angle so that we couldn’t open fire on them. And of course, there could be more, hidden from our sight.

      That fact hit the three Feds at the same time. We could take out a lot of them, but not all. Not with certainty.

      Their formation was not the only change to the cave. Of the vehicles I had seen previously, only two trucks remained. They had been repositioned to be closer to the elevator, with a row of five jeeps lined up ahead of them. I had an idea.

      ‘Wait a minute for me to get into position, then get in that jeep over there,’ I whispered, pointing to the one closest to us. ‘Get ready to go on my signal.’

      ‘What’s the signal?’ asked Miles.

      ‘You’ll know it when I give it.’

      Without giving them the chance to object, I backed off from our position and darted down to the trees. Using their density to my advantage, I snaked my way through and around to the far side of the cave entrance, and hustled back up the hill to the spot adjacent to where the agents waited. They watched me the whole way. I gave them the thumbs up and sneaked inside.

      Two more guards were hidden at an angle unforeseen from the other side of the cave. Neither watched me, but their presence was a problem. They were spaced apart by ten feet. Far enough to not be bunched together. Close enough to hear if I tried to take one of them down.

      I crept forwards as quietly as I could. The group was not waiting in absolute silence, but not far off. They muttered to each other, no doubt having had to wait a considerable time. No alarm sounded up here, but it was audible down the elevator shaft. I just hoped it was loud enough for what I needed.

      I spied my target to the right. Five metal barrels, all aged and worn with rust, sat side by side along the cave wall. Carefully, I eased off my bag and pulled out the screwdriver before I crept closer. The nearest guard was standing with his back to the barrels, but he was only a few feet away. Silence was paramount. With glacial speed, I inched closer and closer, eyes split between my destination and the guard. He didn’t see me coming, such was his concentration on the task at hand. When I was in range of the barrel, I checked it over for a particularly worn down spot, and eased in the screwdriver.

      Creating a hole without making a sound was not a simple task. The shaft of the screwdriver scratched against the rusted metal, making a noise that was just a little too audible to keep my heart from exploding. Slowly, I worked the tool back and forth, back and forth, exacerbating the weakness in the metal until…

      A small, black droplet oozed out of the wound and trickled down the side of the barrel. I checked the guard didn’t have some kind of superhuman ability to smell petroleum. If he did, he was keeping remarkably cool. I forced the screwdriver deeper. Widened the hole. More fluid emerged. The smell grew a little stronger. Still nothing from the guard. Screwdriver deeper. Hole wider. Fluid faster. Smell stronger. Guard none the wiser.

      When the hole was big enough, I pulled out the screwdriver and backed away. The pool of petrol grew wider. The hole looked like a gunshot wound, bleeding precious fluid out onto the stone.

      Hard part done. Now for the loud part.

      I looked around for something to use, but the contents of the cave were hardly the easiest place to explore with so many armed guards about, any of whom could turn around as spot me any moment. I retreated away from the spill and made my way back to the trio of agents.

      ‘Is this the signal?’ asked Noble as I crept within whisper-range of them

      ‘No,’ I said. ‘Do any of you have a lighter?’

      Three shakes of the head. Shit.

      ‘No flares hiding up your arse? Whyte, you look like the type who’d be into that.’

      ‘Screw you, asshole,’ he whispered. I saw another lump of gum moving between his teeth. I suppressed the urge to punch him in the mouth. Then a thought came to me.

      ‘Do you have the wrapper for your gum?’

      He eyed me with suspicion, then shook his head.

      ‘You got another stick of gum you can give me?’ I asked.

      He pulled out a slip and handed it over. I took the gum out of the wrapper and threw it on the ground. He slapped me on the arm and picked it up.

      ‘Just needed the foil,’ I said. ‘Now, give me your torch.’

      ‘Why?’ he snapped.

      ‘Does everything have to be such a fucking issue with you, or can you follow an order once in your life?’

      He scowled, but did as asked, unclipping the attachment from the top of his MP5. I took it and removed the battery. Perfect. I passed him back the torch.

      ‘Be ready,’ I said. ‘This won’t take long.’

      Aware I was already on borrowed time with the petrol spill, I hustled as quietly back as I dared while Miles, Whyte and Noble climbed into the jeep. Miles at the wheel, Noble by his side, and Whyte burning eyes into my back.

      As I moved, I used my forefingers to tear the gum wrapper so that the middle was about a quarter as thick as either end. It was fiddly, but not impossible with just my fingers. As I slid back into position next to the much wider pool of gasoline, I placed the bottom end of the wrapper onto the battery’s anode. I chanced one final look around to make sure no one had a weapon pointed at my head, then I pressed the top of the foil wrapper against the battery’s cathode.

      It didn’t take long. Seconds at best. The battery current supercharged the foil. Not a problem for the thicker ends, but all that energy bottlenecked at the thin centre of the foil, and it started to heat up.

      I dropped the makeshift device the moment a flame rose up. It didn’t matter about making noise now. I just needed to get away from there fast.

      The guard heard the slap of my boots on the stone floor and turned around. He saw the flame licking the puddle, and suffered a second’s delay as he realised what the smell that greeted his nostrils was, then another as he shit himself.
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      I felt the heat of the fire on my back almost instantly, such was the volatility of the fuel. As it grew in size, the flames sucked in all the oxygen it could, vivacious fingers reaching high inside the cave to snatch the precious substance. Thick, toxic clouds of black smoke billowed out, consuming everything in its reach. The stench of it was nauseating, but it wasn’t my problem for long.

      I leapt into the jeep. Wheels spinning.

      ‘Floor it!’ I shouted.

      Miles didn’t need telling twice. The jeep lurched forwards as the flurry of guards hastened to extinguish the flames. Bouncing down onto the track, the tyres slid on the packed snow, and turned sideways. Miles fought for control, and as the plucky little vehicle got traction and shot ahead, I felt the heat of an intense fire rage behind me.

      The explosion was no joke. The shock-wave sliced through snow topped trees, shaking their white coat loose. The sound of ignited petroleum exploding up and out and everywhere shattered the stillness and cascaded out far and wide. Whyte looked at me in horror.

      ‘That was your idea of a distraction?’ he yelped.

      ‘Two birds, one stone,’ I replied, not taking my eye off the road ahead. ‘It gives us a chance to escape, and puts one hell of a dent in their attack plans.’

      Miles laughed.

      ‘Good thinking,’ he cheered. ‘In another life, you’d have made a hell of an agent.’

      ‘Don’t get your hopes up,’ I replied. ‘I’m just good with explosions.’

      The jeep bucked and weaved down the icy track. Miles held it on the straight and narrow, doing the best he could in the circumstances, which were about to get a whole lot worse.

      I spotted them first. Dozens upon dozens of armed militia were amassing at the gates of Second Solace. Not only that, but the survivors of the explosion above had already begun to retaliate. Bullets whizzed through the air around us and, as I turned to look, I saw that most of the vehicles inside had survived unscathed. Three jeeps were already out on the track, their passengers armed to the teeth.

      ‘So much for stealth,’ barked Noble.

      Miles pulled free his MP5 and handed it to her. She took it and, without warning, began firing back up the mountain at our pursuers. Whyte joined in, returning the volley of fire that cascaded around us. I ducked down and shouted to Miles.

      ‘What do we do now?’

      ‘I say we go left and try to smash the wall,’ he said, eyes fixed on the road ahead. ‘They won’t have built it to stop vehicles.’

      ‘That’s a lot riding on luck.’ I said.

      ‘By all means, go out and ask if we can use the front gate,’ he shouted back. ‘You’ve got all the time in the world.’

      ‘What about the mines?’ I asked, looking at the route he was intending to take. The boulders would be problem enough.

      ‘Quit it with the mines,’ shouted Whyte. ‘That’s a myth. No way they planted them out there.’

      ‘You better be right.’ I replied, not sharing his confidence.

      Miles swung the jeep around the bend, leaving us with only the final, long stretch down to the gate. At least thirty armed people stood between us and freedom. Even if we weren’t going right their way, their bullets had no problem making up the difference.

      Miles pushed the jeep harder, the momentum gained from a pencil-straight shot down the hill taking us closer and closer to triple digits. And yet, it didn’t seem like enough. A quick glance behind told me the others were gaining in on us. Their near incessant gunfire may be poorly aimed for now, but with every foot they closed the gap, the better their chances of a hit.

      I willed the jeep onwards. Whyte and Noble had slowed their fire, taking only considered pot shots as and when they could. Ammo was not on our side. The end of the trees was coming at us fast.

      The jeep broke through the tree line and Miles swung the vehicle hard to the left as the mass of armed militia at the gate squeezed their triggers. The noise was almost indescribable. Thirty people all raining hellfire down on our position sounded less like the life-threatening cacophony it was, and more like close, foreboding thunder.

      The jeep ducked past the first round of bullets, using the boulders for protection. But their proximity forced Miles to stomp on the brakes. The jeep skidded and, with Miles powerless at the wheel to control, it began to skid out of control. I saw the boulder a split second before we collided. I felt my body eject from the pin-wheeling vehicle, and smash into something solid.

      Then there was nothing but blackness.
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      The sound of gunfire kick-started my brain. I opened my eyes and saw only snow. I lifted myself up, feeling extreme pain in my head and chest as I did so. Something warm trickled down my face. Blood. As I reached up to feel for the wound, I noticed another deep slice running down my left forearm. There was a cut the size of a penny sat atop a golf ball of a bruise right where my hair line started to recede. As my fingers brushed over it, I felt nauseous.

      ‘Nobody move,’ shouted a high, shrill voice that I immediately recognised as Cece. I turned and saw her and her small army approaching us across the boulder field. Their movements were slow and cautious.

      I glanced around and saw Whyte lying by the wreckage of the jeep, which had come to a standstill on its side up against another boulder, shielding him from the approaching threat. Noble was on her back in the snow a couple of feet from me, with Miles face down in the snow between her and Whyte. None of them were moving.

      I rolled onto my back and shuffled behind the nearest rock. I could hear the sound of idling engines close by. The sky was too bright and my whole body hurt and I could taste a lot of blood in my mouth.

      To my right, Noble groaned and moved. She looked left and saw me, then looked around for the others.

      ‘Jonah,’ she gasped as her eyes fell on Miles.

      Miles made a noise that sounded like a harrumph and brought his hands up to his face.

      ‘What happened?’ he groaned, but as he went to sit up, one of Cece’s crowd fired again.

      ‘I knew you weren’t to be trusted,’ Cece howled. ‘I knew you would bring destruction to our homestead. I will take great joy in hurting you, snake.’

      ‘We need to move,’ I muttered to Noble, who was now looking at Whyte.

      Whyte was awake, and seemed the least affected of our sorry bunch. His MP5 was still slung over his shoulder and, as he inched to the corner of the upturned jeep, he brought it up and ready. He caught Noble’s eye and mouthed something to her that I didn’t catch. She nodded her head a fraction, and drew the attention of Miles. I saw her raise three fingers, then count down to one.

      As the final finger dropped, Whyte swung out of cover and opened fire on the hostiles. I saw Cece and her number duck, but they didn’t scatter, and a second after he had started shooting, they were returning fire.

      Noble and Miles were up on their feet, running for cover further back. Not wanting to sacrifice myself to their cause, I pushed off my boulder and darted for one further away. Out the corner of my eye, I spotted the break in the fence we had used earlier. Maybe eighty yards away. We could make it.

      Whyte ducked back behind cover. Both Noble and Miles were unarmed, and my bag had gone flying in the crash. All I had was the empty pistol stuffed into the back of my trousers. Realising he wasn’t going to get any covering fire of his own, Whyte propped himself up like an Olympic sprinter, and after a deep breath, he launched forwards.

      He made it three steps in total. His foot sunk into the fresh snow, but instead of hitting dirt, the sole of his boot found something different. Something foreign. Perhaps some part of his mind registered the mistake as the plate pressed down on the firing pin, igniting the fuse, but not fast enough for him to do anything about it. As the charge detonated, all six foot and two hundred pounds of former federal agent exploded in a mass of dirt. There one moment. Gone the next. The proximity of the explosion to the jeep was the poor vehicle’s last straw, and before the dust could settle on what had once been Agent Kayden Whyte, the fuel tank of the jeep ignited.

      There was no reason to check if he had survived. The landmines he laughed off were not messing around, and his death was all the distraction we were going to get.

      I ran from boulder to boulder, terrified of every single step. Noble and Miles were close behind, unable to mourn their fallen comrade unless they wanted a hasty reunion. I tried to remember my previous path, but the shock of the situation robbed me of any sense, so I just kept moving and hoping my luck had not yet run dry.

      I made it to the gap in the fence and heaved myself through as Cece’s team recovered and restarted their assault. Bullets ricocheted off the wall they fought so hard to protect, but as Noble and the Miles climbed through, the onslaught ceased once more.

      ‘Kayden,’ breathed Miles, his face as gaunt as Noble’s.

      ‘No time for that,’ I ordered. ‘We have to keep going.’

      ‘Where?’ asked Noble. ‘They’ve got everywhere covered.’

      She was right. Cece’s lot would make it across Second Solace much faster than we would, and crossing the threshold had locked us into a decision we could not reverse. My mind flashed to the cave Fenwick had shown me, but getting inside would be tricky with everyone on high alert. What we needed was a double bluff.

      ‘Follow me,’ I said, heading into the trees with a plan in mind.

      Noble and Miles followed. Our wounds were many, but the adrenaline kept us from paying them too much attention. Blood trickled down into my eye, but I wiped it away and kept going. Head wounds bled a lot, but it was a lot of fuss for nothing. It wouldn’t get me down today.

      I spotted Gail’s house through the trees and tried to remember the path I’d taken a week previously. Instead of heading towards the main cluster of the settlement, I cut back, darting between the buildings towards a destination that was as much a gamble as anything I’d done before.

      There were people everywhere. Armed men and women fanned out, searching for us. I spotted a group of seven ahead, and stopped beside a two-storey house. Before anyone could spot us, I dropped down and crawled underneath the supports. The ground was waterlogged and filthy. Mud seeped into my wounds and flecked my face. Behind me, I heard Noble groan from the excursion. Months of captivity combined with a botched escape were taking their toll on her. Beside her, Miles was struggling too. With his partner eviscerated, and the rush of adrenaline subsiding, he was feeling the full force of the trauma.

      I tried to keep my mind off it. I didn’t like Whyte, but the sight of him exploding had not been a pretty one. The shock-wave felt fresh on my skin. The image all too real. I shook the thought loose like cobwebs and watched the boots of the advancing group as they shuffled on by.

      ‘We need to call for backup,’ said Miles. His voice was hoarse and tight. The dam of emotion was cracking.

      ‘Do you have a phone?’ I asked him.

      He shook his head.

      ‘Kayden had the satellite phone in his coat,’ he said, eyes vacant as he relived the moment again.

      ‘We’ll worry about that later,’ I said, trying to snap him out of it. ‘We need to keep moving. We can’t stay here forever.’

      I turned back and looked at the group. The moment they were out of sight, I started to move once more. As I got back to my feet, I looked around. I could see people all around, but no one was coming our way. I gestured to the others to follow, and kept going.

      We passed through the busier region of the settlement without being spotted, and lurked back into the trees. The light of day was starting to recede back over the trees, leaving in its wake a dark, winter sunset. Nobody spoke as we drifted through the trees towards our destination, and try as I might, I couldn’t blame them. As I cast my mind back to the holding room where Miles and Whyte had bestowed upon me my mission, I realised I had accomplished all three of my objectives. Find out what Al-Assad was doing. Locate Agent Noble. And kill Maddox Cage. With Al-Assad and Cage dead, and Noble jogging along behind me, I should have felt relief.

      I did not.

      I spotted our destination through the trees. A blanket of snow rested over the interwoven sticks that formed a cover for the pit that had been my first home in Second Solace. The only breaks in the white blanket came from the miniature gaps in the wood, creating a strangely alluring latticed affect.

      ‘Here it is,’ I said to the others. ‘They won’t expect us to hide out here.’

      ‘What is it?’ asked Miles, and as I opened my mouth to answer, Noble did it for me.

      ‘They put prisoners in here before they put them on trial,’ she said solemnly, ‘I was in there for two weeks before they moved me up to the bunker.’

      ‘I was in here a night,’ I said, ‘I can’t imagine how bad two weeks were.’

      She shrugged off the comment.

      ‘Come on, we need to get down there,’ she said.

      Together, Miles and I shifted the cover aside with care. If someone saw the snow had been cleared, they might think to check inside. We managed to move it a few feet without disturbing the bulk of the snow.

      ‘Stone, you go first and help down Noble,’ ordered Miles, a fissure of his former self rising up to the surface.

      I nodded and squeezed through the gap. My arm throbbed from the exertion. I tried to ignore it as I turned around and lifted my hands up to help Noble.

      ‘I don't need your help,’ she said, taking it anyway. She got down onto her backside and hung her feet down. With Miles holding her hands, she slid off the side to meet me.

      It all happened so fast. The crack of a single bullet came as a shock. Noble slipped and fell down, knocking me to the frozen earth. I looked up just in time to see Agent Miles drop. His body smashed through the cover, and I barely had time to throw my injured hand up to protect my face as dozens of shattered branches and the body of the dead FBI agent came crashing down on top of me.

      The force knocked the wind out of my chest, and I gasped. I was stunned. Unable to breathe. The cold, unmoving eyes of Agent Miles stared blankly into the dirt as blood trickled down from a fresh hole in the side of his temple.

      Noble wasn’t moving either. I hoped she was just unconscious. Under both their bodies and a mound of broken sticks, I was trapped. Someone was coming. I could hear them kicking up snow with their boots. Walking at a leisurely pace. Totally aware I was trapped under their thumb. Aware I was at their mercy.

      The dead agent's MP5 was above, butt hanging over the precipice of the pit. All it needed was the slightest nudge, and it would come falling down into my reach. But trapped under two bodies, there was nothing I could do to retrieve it.

      My back throbbed where the pistol had dug into my spine. It squeezed deep into the skin. I pulled it free. The clip was empty. Useless. Impotent.

      Then suddenly, I remembered. The night of my trial. The attack from Cece's goon. The knife stolen. The hidden bullets. I cast my eyes around, trying desperately to remember whereabouts I had pressed them into the dirt. Snow covered everything, robbing me of any landmarks. The footsteps were getting closer. Whistling away. Taunting me. Where were the bullets?

      I scratched at the dirt near my head. They had to be here. Somewhere. Please let them be here. My nails caught against the frozen dirt. I dropped the pistol on my chest and used both hands. Blood and dirt stained my arm. I couldn't stop. Panic seeped into my chest. Couldn't stop. Flecks of mud and small stones broke free. Couldn't stop. The footsteps grew louder. Couldn't stop. I could hear them whistling like a postman on their route. Couldn't stop. I stretched out, looking for new ground. Couldn't stop. No idea if they were here. Couldn't stop. Fingertips were bleeding. Couldn't stop. Heart racing. Couldn't stop. Couldn't stop. Couldn't stop.

      There was something, a speck of brass in a sea of brown. My heart leapt. I reached for it. It was just out of my grasp. With inhuman strength, I heaved myself a fraction closer. Noble still. Miles dead. Both crushing. I reached out again, felt the tip of my finger brush against it. I picked at the dirt beneath it. The footsteps were almost upon me. The whistling even louder. The dirt broke away. The bullet came free. It dropped to the ground. Rolled away. I caught it before it escaped me. Snatched up the pistol. Jammed my finger to eject the clip. Slid the magazine free. Whistling was louder. I could feel them close. So close. Almost on top of me. I fumbled the bullet. It landed on my chest. I could see the head of a silhouette breach my vision. I snatched the bullet. Pressed it into the magazine. Thrust it back into the pistol. Swung it up to point at the figure. Finger on the trigger. Ready to fight. Ready to survive. Ready to kill.

      I froze.

      Gail Cage stared down at me. In her hand was a pistol. Her eyes were lost of the compassion I’d seen before, replaced by the black, heartless glare of a shark.

      ‘Drop the weapon, James.’

      I squeezed the trigger.
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      My forearm hurt. The combination of tight straps pinning both arms behind my back, and the constant jostle from the truck meant that with every bump in the road, my body jerked backwards and pinned the wound up against the panel. Each time, I felt the wound open, spilling more blood down to my fingertips. Noble sat beside me. Her head hung low. The only reason she wasn't sprawled out on the truck bed was due to her shackles. She had been barely lucid since they had picked us up out of the pit and bundled us in the truck, offering only disjointed, confused comments as we bucked and bounced away from Second Solace.

      Where we were going, I had no idea. The truck offered no light or indication of which way we traveled, and our companions weren't in the mood to chat. I could feel their glaring eyes pierce my head, burning my scalp like a hot summer day. I proffered no attempt to engage any of our four brutish guards in conversation. The best I could hope for would be a quick death, should I be so audacious as to open my mouth. They were heavily on Cece's side, and it was clear they resented every breath I took.

      The bullet had not hit Gail Cage, and she had looked neither surprised that I had ignored her order, nor afraid of the bullet that sailed over her shoulder. The gun in her hands was one I recognised. It that her father's revolver, taken from the ambush site by her men. But as she raised the weapon at me, a thought came to her, and she lowered the weapon once more.

      ‘A quick death wouldn't suit you,’ she had said, looking down at me with an air one gives to a caged animal in a zoo.

      Another figure appeared by her side. Cece. Her face was red, and she had a look in her eyes that I was sure would cut just as deep as any blade or bullet.

      ‘Allow me,’ she snarled, raising her assault rifle up to meet me.

      Gail put her hand on the weapon.

      ‘He's not dying today, Cecilia,’ she said. Her voice was almost unrecognisable. Gone was the innocence of a carefree little girl. What replaced it was a commander. A leader.

      Cece glowered at Gail.

      ‘This snake destroyed everything,’ she seethed. ‘That explosion will have been heard for miles around. We cannot stay here now. All because of him.’

      Her eyes met mine.

      ‘Cece, you need to learn to chill out a bit,’ I wheezed, ‘you've got a really ugly sulk face.’

      I held her gaze, even though it physically hurt to do so.

      ‘I am going to cut you open with my blade and make you watch as I remove your intestines,’ she hissed. ‘I will keep you alive right up to the moment I squeeze your heart in my hands. You will suffer, snake.’

      ‘No, he won't,’ Gail snapped. ‘I have a plan in mind for this one. The girl too.’ She clicked her fingers, and suddenly there were more armed men and women around the pit. ‘Pick these two out of there and put them in the truck. Keep them alive until we arrive.’

      And with that, Gail left. Cece and her men got us out, kicked me around a bit for good measure, then put us in the truck.
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      I had no idea how long we had been on the road. Hours. Maybe even an entire day. We had been allowed out only once, with a bag shoved over our heads to deny us any sense of where we were. An utterly demeaning toilet excursion left much to be desired, and as I was thrown back inside the truck, I knew we were not close to our destination.

      The cut on my head had cauterised, not that that stopped it hurting any the less. All the muscles in my arms and back and legs and everywhere else felt like they'd been pulled out and battered like a fish. My stomach growled in protestation. My throat was bone dry, and to say my head throbbed was an enormous understatement. No point asking for food or water. The human body could go without for days, and I had no doubt in my mind that Gail did not see our future extending past the point where starvation normally occurred.

      I looked at Noble. Her head lolled with the motion of the truck. If it weren't for the low, rasping breaths she took and unpleasantly slow intervals, I would have thought she was dead. She wasn't far off. I hated to think what was going to happen.

      ‘She needs something to drink,’ I said, not looking at the men sitting opposite me with daggers for eyes.

      None of them responded.

      ‘So much for chivalry, if a bunch of big, strapping men like yourselves won't offer a woman help,’ I said, catching the biggest, meanest, ugliest of the bunch and holding his glare. ‘Your mother would kick your arse if she saw you now.’

      He said nothing.

      ‘Or is she too busy turning tricks herself to notice?’ I asked. ‘Maybe that's why you’re such a dickless cur.’

      He didn't register the last word, but he got the dickless part.

      ‘It's going to be fun watching you both suffer,’ he said, keeping his cool surprisingly well for a man with more fingers than brain cells.

      ‘There won't be anything to watch if you don't give her something to drink,’ I said.

      ‘Wait till we pull over,’ he said with a smirk. ‘Then she can drink the piss out my cock.’

      ‘Oh, so you've got a prosthesis?’ I asked, ‘or did the doctors just cut open a flap for you to piss out of?’

      ‘Another word out of you, and I'll-’

      ‘You'll what, get in a sulk? Have a little cry?’ I asked, cutting him off. ‘Or are you too emotionally inept to register anything other than dickless rage?’

      He stood up. Not as impressive as if we'd been outside. His massive stature was crooked and bent double so that he struggled to stay upright in the moving vehicle. It knocked some wind out of his sails. I snorted.

      ‘Back playing up, huh?’ I asked him, not suppressing the smirk, ‘I hear arthritis is a bitch.’

      He swung a punch into my gut, which sent me reeling, but I managed to turn the gasp into a laugh.

      ‘You punch like an arthritic bitch too,’ I chuckled.

      His eyes turned blood red, but there was little else he could do that would make my life any worse, so he sat back down in his chair and huffed.

      ‘I'll keep this up the whole way if you don't give her a drink of water,’ I said, keeping my eyes on him.

      And finally, he conceded. He nodded to the guy closest to Noble, who pulled out a container and popped the lid. Carefully, he lifted Noble's head and helped her drink. She was conscious enough to swallow. As the container was taken away, she took a breath and said.

      ‘Thanks.’

      ‘No problem,’ said the guy with the container.

      ‘Not you, asshole,’ she croaked. Her head turned a fraction to the left and looked at me. There was still life in her eyes.

      ‘I'll have some of that too, if you're offering,’ I said.

      But Dickless kicked me in the shin.

      ‘All you'll get to drink is gasoline,’ he said. ‘And that's if you're lucky.’

      ‘Oh, I'm always lucky,’ I replied. ‘Just you wait and see.’

      The journey continued in silence for another few hours. I tried to count it to fill the time, but my mind was too exhausted to keep it up, and somewhere around the ninety minute mark, I lost count. My eyes closed, my head drifted slowly down, and sleep started to take hold. But another kick from Dickless told me that wasn't going to happen on his watch. I flashed him a wry smile and rested my head back against the panel and felt the vibrations in my skull. I kept my eyes closed, snatching fractions of sleep in between the bumps in the road and kicks to the shin. I must have managed at least a couple of minutes, because when the truck brakes screeched and squealed, I jolted awake.

      I looked around. Noble looked a little more alert, obviously conscious that we had come to a stop. With her head still bowed, she looked at me, then at the rear of the truck, waiting for something to happen.

      Dickless and his men got up. He threw a final jab into the side of my neck that hurt way more than I let on, and the group climbed out. Behind them, I could see an empty warehouse. Lit from the glow of hundreds of hanging strip lights, I could just about make out a couple more trucks similar to that we currently occupied, and several dozen armed people milling around.

      ‘What do you think this is?’ I asked Noble.

      She didn’t respond.

      The door swung shut, and darkness was returned to our small enclosure.

      ‘Are you okay?’ I asked her.

      She didn’t speak, but she nodded her head a fraction.

      ‘I’m sorry about Miles and Whyte,’ I said. ‘They were arseholes, but they cared a lot about you. They’d be glad that you’re alive.’

      Noble said nothing.

      The truck door opened once more, and a single person entered. Gail. She took the seat directly opposite me, pausing only briefly to lift Noble’s chin a spell and look at her condition.

      ‘Hmm, she’ll live,’ she said, mostly to herself before she sat down and looked at me. ‘You on the other hand. Well, it doesn’t look great.’

      A small smile crossed her face. It lacked the warmth I’d seen there before.

      I said nothing.

      ‘What, not speaking to me now?’ she giggled, ‘I thought we had quite the rapport going there. The candlelit dinners, the chanced looks at each other. Give it a couple more days, and we’d have seen a lot more of each other.’

      I snorted.

      ‘You wish,’ I said.

      ‘He speaks, how diligent of you,’ she said. Ice returned to her voice. ‘You look like such a hurt puppy. I bet you thought I was just a dumb little girl, desperate to be saved from her father’s wicked grasp.’

      ‘Actually, I thought you were a child trapped inside a grown woman’s body,’ I said, ‘but as I see that was just an act, I’ll retract that. All you really are is an unlikeable cunt.’

      It was Gail’s turn not to respond.

      ‘How long have you wanted your father dead?’ I asked her, ‘because I can think of a couple of books you should have read that might have sorted this weird psycho-sexual bullshit out. You ever heard of Sigmund Freud? He usually says people like you want to kill your mothers to fuck your fathers, but I guess you always were special.’

      ‘That’s not what I wanted,’ she snapped.

      ‘Did you want to fuck your mother then? Is that it? The shaved head thing looks a bit too much like Alien 3 Sigourney Weaver for my liking. Now, Alien 1 Sigourney, and we’d be talking. But each to their own, I guess.’

      ‘This is all just a game,’ she retorted, ‘a ploy to hide your shock. Did it come as a surprise to realise I have been playing you since the-’

      ‘Look Gail,’ I said, cutting her off mid sentence, ‘I know what you’re trying to do here. I’ve sat through enough of these talks to know you want me to realise how clever you were for playing everyone against each other, and how you were the puppet master, controlling everything from behind the scenes. But to be totally honest with you, I don’t care. I don’t care why you thought it would be swell to try to have me killed numerous times, or why you wanted your father to die, or why you always called him “daddy” like you were an eight-year-old.’

      ‘From the very start, I-’

      ‘Ah, I did say I don’t care,’ I interrupted, ‘whatever reason you had for destroying your father’s dream, I just don’t care. It doesn’t bother me at all, knowing your motives.’

      Her eyes flared.

      ‘He wanted me to stay there,’ she shouted, ‘he wanted me to uphold his legacy, as though my life meant nothing.’

      I yawned.

      ‘He was a blind fool with short-sighted dreams,’ she screamed, ‘he never cared about anyone else. Not me. Not my mother. It was all or nothing for Maddox. Just as it is for all men. They dream big, and think that us women should trot along obediently at their side.’

      ‘Seriously, I don’t give a damn,’ I snapped, ‘if you have a problem with male patriarchy, go to a rally or something instead of killing your dad.’

      ‘Oh, I’ll do more than that,’ she snarled, power bubbling up in her voice. ‘Maddox couldn’t see the future, so he had to die. Andrew Parker is the same. He thinks this country needs another man in charge. But the future is female.’

      ‘And you’re going to prove this point by blowing him up?’ I asked. ‘That’s about as short-sighted an objective as setting your hand on fire to warm yourself up.’

      A perverse smile crept across her face. Her eyes turned jet black. And a monster was revealed.

      ‘I have much more in store for Parker than watching him go up in flames,’ she hissed.

      ‘I don’t care.’

      ‘He is a predator. A power-crazed politician who-’

      ‘I don’t care.’

      ‘-preys on the weak to support his own agendas. He wants to-’

      ‘Don’t care.’

      ‘-turn this country into his own private bank. He wants total control of everything, and he doesn’t care-’

      ‘I don’t care either.’

      ‘-who he has to step on to achieve his goal. Under his reign, this country will implode.’

      ‘Drum roll. I don’t care.’

      ‘You’re happy with watching the world burn?’ she snapped.

      ‘I implore it,’ I said, ‘so long as it wipes everyone off the planet with it, then that’s fine by me. We’ve screwed this place up long enough. Let it go back to life before the humans. We’re a shitty species, anyway.’

      ‘Of course you think that way. After everything you’ve done, I’m not surprised.’

      ‘I think this way because of what’s happened to me,’ I said, ‘I was more than fine with being another cog in the machine until I went to Afghanistan and saw just how evil humans can be. And you know what? They’re even worse in the western world. Villainy spreads. It’s everywhere, and it’s incurable. Let it wipe us out, I say.’

      ‘That’s because of men, and their control over women.’

      ‘Probably, but I’ve seen plenty of women who are just as fucked up as men. I’m looking at one right now.’

      She wanted to retort, but there was no point. Instead, she calmed herself as best she could and went to climb out.

      ‘You’ll get a front-row seat to the downfall of your gender, Mr Stone,’ she said, ‘and you’ll take all the credit.’

      And with that, she climbed out, leaving Noble and I to the ramifications of her words.

      I looked at Noble.

      ‘What do you think she meant by that?’ I asked.

      Noble just shrugged.

      I opened my mouth to speak, but at that very moment, the truck door opened again, and Dickless returned. Instead of climbing in, he reached up and pulled Noble out into the warehouse. Passing her on to one of his goons, he reached up again for me. As he leaned closer to me, I turned and kneed him in the face.

      ‘Oops,’ I said. ‘Sorry, butter… knees, I guess.’

      I smiled at him. Knew exactly what was in my immediate future.

      Sure enough, he snatched my feet and pulled me out of the truck. I landed with a crack on concrete and, before I could recover, Dickless kicked me hard in the stomach.

      ‘You deserve much more than that,’ he snarled as his men hauled me up and dragged me away.

      ‘No, I love you more,’ I gasped as I trailed away.

      Outside of the truck, I could take in my surroundings much more clearly. The warehouse had to be the size of several football pitches in length and width, but was completely empty save for the couple dozen armed militia and their belongings.

      The three surplus army trucks were parked in a bunch at one side, with four vehicles parked a couple of metres away. The first and most notable was an articulated lorry, or what Americans would call a semi. The cabin was painted light grey, with the container a faded white. A logo on the side had been painted over recently, leaving a large white patch clearly visible. The coverup only barely masked the three words that had been printed, and I could still read what had been hidden. The Fenwick Association.

      The remaining three vehicles were made up of a silver SUV, a dirt-brown panel van, and a  Mercedes. I could see Gail and Cece up ahead. Cece headed for the Mercedes, Gail for the semi. Both women were unarmed. Dickless’s men headed for the semi, which as we approached I could see was not empty. Two more panel vans sat inside. Both were painted white, with blue decals covering the back and sides. As I read the word plastered across the rear doors, I felt my stomach sink.

      Police.

      And underneath it gave me all the knowledge I needed to know where the attack was taking place.

      NYPD.

      New York.

      If the clock in my head was right, and I hadn’t missed too much time unconscious, I had a pretty clear idea what the date was.

      Thirty-first of December. New Year's Eve. New York. One of the biggest parties in the world. Hundreds of thousands of people from every corner of the world would be coming to celebrate. Millions of citizens partying or working or resting at home. Trillions of dollars of architecture, electronics, art, knowledge, science, everything. And Second Solace was coming for all of them.

      Noble realised it too. Instantly, she started to fight against her handlers. They clamped down harder and threw her inside the rear van. It wasn’t empty. Not even close. The corpse of Agent Jonah Miles slumped against something big. Shaped like an enormous cylindrical barrel on its side, the metallic outer shell had been secured down to the chassis of the van, hiding the more terrifying aspects inside of it. But I knew what it was. I knew before I was pushed in the van with Noble kicking and thrashing at my side.

      It was the bomb. Al-Assad’s legacy. Right there in front of me. Big and real and devastating. Inches from my face.

      ‘Enjoy your front-row seat,’ said Gail as she swung the van doors shut on us.
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      I have a theory that everyone has a moment in their life that changes everything forever. For my dad, it was the day he realised he had pancreatic cancer, and only had a few months to live. It was the realisation that he wouldn’t be around to see his sons grow up. That he wouldn’t be there for them when they needed him. I think that hit him more than the cancer.

      Because that’s the thing about bad news. There’s two dreadful aspects to it. The first is that you have to live with it, eating away at you like, well, a cancer. And no matter what you do, it sticks with you forever. The second thing is that, while your life falls apart, the world carries on like nothing ever happened. When all you want is for some sign that the world has suffered the same kind of devastating blow as you have, but there is nothing. Not even a bump in the road.

      This wasn’t my life changing moment. Mine came years ago, when I spotted a girl across a crowded party on the last day of the millennium, and realised I was deeply, madly and irrevocably in love with her. That day changed my life. Spurred by her love and support, I took leaps and stole chances and tried to become the person I was supposed to be. Because of that love, I took an opportunity to cover the news in Afghanistan. I know in my heart that I would never have done that, had I not seen Sophie across that party and decided to be the best I could be. Without her love, I would have settled for an average life.

      As I looked from the bomb to Noble, I thought I saw that look in her eye that changed everything for her. An FBI agent, imprisoned for months, freed only momentarily before having her whole world come crashing down around her. Maybe not the life-changing moment she had expected, but it was the one she got. Trapped up against the corpse of her former colleague, she was captured by horror and disbelief.

      A low rumble told me the semi had started up, and a moment later, I felt the jolt as it rocked forwards. Bound for New York. Bound for destruction.

      ‘We have to get out of here,’ I gasped.

      Noble said nothing.

      ‘Jessica, can you hear me?’ I asked. ‘We need to do something before this truck gets to New York.’

      She snapped herself out of her reverie and looked at me.

      ‘Right,’ she said. Her eyes darted around. ‘We need to get out of these binds. Turn around so I can see what we’re dealing with.’

      I did, exposing my arms so she could see what held them together.

      ‘Tie wraps,’ she said. ‘Heavy duty ones. We won’t be able to snap them in half.’

      I turned back and saw her looking around again.

      ‘We need something sharp,’ she said. ‘What can you see?’

      But as I looked, the answer was a whole lot of nothing. Even the bomb didn’t appear to have any sharp edges. Not on the outside, at least. I didn’t want to think about the inside.

      Then it hit me. The broken blade, still embedded into the sole of my boot. I’d almost forgotten about it entirely, so long it had been since last I’d removed my boots. My feet ached with every movement of my toes. The blisters were real and screaming. So much so that I’d had to drown out their very existence just to stop myself from screaming.

      I twisted my leg up and rested my left boot on my right knee.

      ‘I need your help to get this off,’ I said.

      ‘I don’t want to smell your feet.’

      ‘I’ve got a blade in there. For all those times I have to break free and escape from the blast radius of a bomb.’

      She flashed me daggers, but turned and tried to manoeuvre so her fingers were by my ankle. With care, she found the bootstraps and got to work. I guided her as best I could, given the lack of light and constant jostling. It took an age. Much longer than I wanted to waste trying to take off a boot. Seconds cascaded into minutes, each passing with sickening speed. Finally, she worked it free. Using my knee, I worked the boot off, and Noble caught it before it fell to the floor.

      ‘Where is it?’ she asked.

      ‘I dug it into the heel.’

      ‘I think I’ve got it,’ she said, concentrating on the task. ‘Yeah, that’s it. Give me a second.’

      She gave it a tug, and the blade came free.

      ‘Take it,’ she said. ‘Cut me free.’

      ‘Why don’t you do me first?’

      ‘Because I’m a federal agent and you’re a wanted fugitive.’

      ‘And that’s a bomb that could go off at any moment. So maybe don’t quibble about ethics at the moment.’

      She sighed but conceded. I twisted around and felt her blindly feel for my restraints. Suddenly, I wished I’d let her go first. But she was deftly accurate with her work, and without a single nick to my wrist, she cut through my restraints.

      I took the blade from her and got to work immediately, and in a matter of seconds, Noble was free. She rubbed her wrists absentmindedly as she looked at the bigger problem. The bomb.

      ‘We need to deactivate it,’ she said.

      ‘Yeah, no shit. But how?’

      ‘We need to get a better look at this thing,’ she said.

      ‘Maybe we could kick a bit loose?’ I suggested.

      ‘Stone, let me say this only once. Do not, under any circumstance, kick the bomb,’ she said, emphasising each word with excessive care.

      ‘I’m just spit-balling here, if you have an idea, best to share it now.’

      ‘I don’t know, okay. I’m not exactly trained in bomb disposal. Give me that knife. Maybe I can work one of the screws loose.’

      I did as told, and she got to work. The consistent bumps as the police van wobbled inside the moving semi did not help. She swore profusely as the blade jumped out of the screw’s groves and sliced her hand, but she got right back to it.

      I shuffled backwards and tried the rear door. It was locked, but I thought there might be some way to bypass it from the inside. Unfortunately, it was no dice. Almost certainly designed to keep those inside from breaking out, anything short of a blow torch and an axe weren’t going to make a lick of difference.

      ‘Any luck?’ I asked.

      ‘I’m working on it.’

      ‘Got a timeframe for that?’

      ‘I’m working on it,’ she said again. ‘I could do with some light, if you want to be of some help.’

      I looked around. There was a small interior light in the centre of the roof. I fumbled around and found a discreet switch next to it. A scant, orange glow permeated the room. It barely reached the corners of the confined space, but it was enough to warrant a sigh of relief from Noble.

      Her progress was far from significant. Each screw she tried was burrowed deep into place. The blade was not an adequate substitute for an electric screwdriver.

      ‘We’re getting nowhere here,’ she snapped. ‘Even if I can get in there, I’m working blind.’

      ‘Shall we just wait for it to blow up in our faces?’ I asked sarcastically.

      ‘I’m not saying that, but we need a professional. I need to make a phone call.’

      ‘Sorry, I left my phone with the other bomb.’

      She turned on me.

      ‘Listen, either be helpful or shut the hell up,’ she snapped. ‘I don’t need you being a jerk.’

      ‘Sorry.’

      ‘Save it. Just help me out.’

      ‘Have you ever spent any time working with bomb disposal experts?’ I asked.

      ‘They put us all through a course. They showed us what to do with small devices, the kind middle-eastern terrorists make out of plastic bottles and nails. Nothing like this.’

      ‘It can’t be a nuclear weapon,’ I said. ‘I didn’t see a single piece of evidence to prove they were working on something radioactive.’

      ‘Me neither, but a bomb is still a bomb. We can’t let them activate it in a public area. I’d rather it kill us right here and now than somewhere they want it to go off.’

      ‘Can we try to work on the basis that it will kill no one before we start offering ourselves as sacrificial lambs?’

      But as that final word escaped my mouth, a thought dashed through the back of my head. Nothing concrete. Just a whisper. A fleeting memory. Something to do with lambs.

      And then it hit me. It hit me like a freight train, or a tsunami, or a meteor smashing into the surface of the earth. It hit me so hard, I could hardly believe it hadn’t hit me sooner. So hard, I felt like a goddamn idiot. The signs had been right there, screaming in my face, demanding to be seen.

      ‘It’s not a bomb,’ I said, incredulity rampant in my voice.

      ‘What do you mean?’ Noble asked.

      ‘It’s not a bomb. Well, not an explosive bomb.’

      ‘Then what is it?’

      ‘Electromagnets.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Electromagnets. It’s an EMP. Electromagnetic pulse. They don’t want to blow up New York. They want to send it to the dark ages.’

      I looked into Noble’s eyes.

      ‘Think about it,’ I said, ‘Miles and Whyte stuck me with a tracking device before they sent me to Second Solace. I know you had one too because they couldn’t understand how it just stopped working. Whyte gave me shit on the phone about how I’d been trying to destroy mine, when I hadn’t even touched it. They couldn’t believe I’d got a faulty tracker, especially after yours went dark. My guess is that happened when they moved you to the bunker. You were within spitting range of their tests, which must have short-circuited it at some point. That’s why they couldn’t see you. Just before I spoke to Whyte, there was this massive blackout. I was eating lamb with Gail, and she said it was the generators acting up, but she knew what it was. I thought she seemed strange about it.’

      ‘But Al-Assad was a Nuclear Arms specialist, not an electronics whizz,’ said Noble.

      ‘One of the biggest side effects of a nuclear explosion is the same as an EMP,’ I said. ‘If you detonated a nuke in space above a target, there are three types of electromagnetic pulses that are discharged. I don’t know the exact science behind it. Something to do with gamma rays and the Earth’s magnetic field.’

      ‘Why do you know these things?’

      ‘I read,’ I said. ‘For example, did you know that in the 80s, the Soviets reckoned that if they detonated a nuke over Sweden, the blast would be powerful enough to knock out around eighty percent of Europe’s communications in one go?’

      ‘Nobody knows that kind of shit.’

      ‘I do, I said. ‘Al-Assad has to have known the science behind that as well. If he understood it, he could put it to practical use.’

      ‘So this won’t blow up?’ Noble asked.

      ‘Don’t quote me on this, but I think it will. Just not anywhere near the size of a nuke. I reckon the explosives need to go off in order to generate the pulse, but it can’t be enough to destroy very much, otherwise Cage wouldn’t have ordered them to build it under a mountain.’

      ‘But why would they want to use an EMP on New York?’ asked Noble.

      ‘Originally, it was never meant to be used as a weapon. Cage constantly referred to it as a deterrent. A defensive measure. I think he wanted something he could use if the army came calling to take back the land. He wanted the power to flick a switch and shut down all their technology so he could tip the power back in his favour. You saw how they all were. They knew that land like the back of their hand. If anyone came to attack, they’d have the knowledge, the man power, and the higher ground. And failing all that, they could run back to their bunker and have a grand last stand. That’s what Cage wanted. It was Cece and Gail that have twisted its use into something offensive.’

      ‘That doesn’t answer the question of why they would want to use it in New York.’

      ‘If that EMP goes off on New Year's Eve in one of the most populated places on the planet, it’s going to be total pandemonium. The loss of life won’t be the same as an explosion, sure, but it won’t be a million miles off either. It’ll turn the city into a free for all. It’ll show everyone what people are like when you take away their gadgets and let them do what they want. The government isn’t prepared for something like that. They want control, but the total number of law enforcement has to be at least stacked one hundred to one against them. No way can they hold the peace against that many people.’

      ‘Not everyone would riot though,’ said Noble. ‘Not everyone is like that.’

      ‘True, but how many people are struggling to pay their rent, or desperate to upgrade their phone or computer or get a newer, bigger TV? How many people do you think would see the lights go out and watch as the criminals start looting shops and think that they shouldn’t get involved? It’s a pack mentality. Once one starts, a lot more will follow. That’s what they want. Cece and Gail, they want chaos.’

      ‘We have to get the word out,’ she said. ‘We can’t let this truck reach Manhattan.’

      But no sooner had the words left her mouth did I realise we might be out of time. With a screech of the brakes and a steady turn right, I felt the semi pull to a stop, and the engine died. A moment of silence followed. Then, footsteps.

      At least two people were walking around inside the semi. The soles of their boots thudded against metal as they moved around, preparing for the next stage.

      ‘We can’t be there already?’ whispered Noble incredulously.

      ‘I don’t think so,’ I replied with a hushed tone. ‘Not yet at least. Why go to the trouble of acquiring police vehicles to just turn up on site with a semi?’

      ‘That just means we’re close then,’ she groaned, ‘and it’ll be a lot harder to get the word out to locate a police vehicle somewhere in Manhattan.’

      The sound of the semi’s rear door creaked open and landed with a crash on the floor. Then the van we were trapped inside of roared to life. It wobbled and bumped down the ramp and came to a stop a minute later. A thought crossed my mind.

      ‘Grab the tie wraps and pretend like we’re still cuffed,’ I said, wiggling back into place as quickly as I dared.

      Noble got the message and did so too. Just in time. As she sat back down beside Miles’s body, the rear doors opened.

      The revolting face of Dickless grinned up at us.

      ‘Having fun back here?’ he asked.

      ‘We were playing I spy,’ I replied. ‘It’s amazing how fun that game is.’

      He said nothing to that. Instead, he hauled himself up and squeezed in opposite me. Before he closed the door, I chanced a look outside. We were parked up on a dark street. Dull buildings rose up on either side of us, with the nearest light at least a block away. I couldn’t see any New York landmarks in the distance. They were probably somewhere ahead of us. Dickless swung the door shut before I had a chance to look closer.

      He had changed clothes. He wore all black, smart and pressed, with a selection of badges and patches adorning the short-sleeved shirt, and a peaked cap balanced on his huge, watermelon of a head. The insignia sewn onto his sleeve read Police Department City of New York. Dickless readjusted the silver badge on his chest and smiled at me.

      ‘You get a police escort the rest of the way,’ he leered. ‘We wouldn’t want you getting any wise ideas before you attack the Big Apple.’

      ‘Pretty hard for me to attack somewhere with my hands tied behind my back,’ I said, moving my shoulders a little to feign the discomfort of being restrained.

      ‘There’ll be plenty of time to cut them off after this FBI bitch here shoots you through the head,’ he said, ‘too bad you killed her partner and wounded her just enough so that she bled out before help arrived.’ His eyes wandered up and down Noble. ‘They’ll give you a medal. Maybe they’ll bury you with it.’

      As he laughed, the van started up again, and drove away.
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      The three of us sat in total silence for over a minute as the van twisted and turned through dark city streets. Noble and I kept our hands behind our backs, playing the part. We didn’t have a plan, but it would come.

      ‘Let me ask you a question,’ I said, looking at the grotesque beast opposite me, ‘has anyone actually thought this plan through?’

      Dickless said nothing.

      ‘Hear me out,’ I continued, ‘an EMP device of this size can take out what, a couple of blocks, maximum? Something that size will be a pain in the arse, sure, but the city will have backup generators dotted all around the place for situations exactly like this. So all you can realistically achieve with this is maybe a minute of downtime on the city’s biggest night of the year. You’ll cause maybe a couple million dollars in damage, but that’s spare change to New York. It deals in sums of cash ten times that every minute. It might feel like a lot for a little mountain fuck boy like yourself, but the city folk aren’t afraid of you.’

      ‘Who says there’s only one of us?’ he leered. The radio strapped to his shoulder crackled with action, but he ignored it. ‘There’s a lot of people who believe in the cause, and we’ve been planning this for years. Our time has come.’

      ‘How many are there?’ asked Noble.

      ‘You think I’m stupid enough to tell you that?’ he laughed. ‘Besides, there ain’t a thing either of you can do about it now.’

      ‘What does it matter if we’re dead?’ I said. ‘Like you said, we can’t do anything about it. Why not at least satisfy the itch?’

      He fixed me with his pig-ugly dime eyes.

      ‘Faultless logic, I s’pose,’ he sniffed. ‘Put it this way, there’s enough of us to make sure we get the job done right the first time. If we fucked up, there wouldn’t be enough of us left to do the rounds again. It’s all or nothing.’

      ‘How many?’ asked Noble a second time.

      Dickless shrugged.

      ‘Enough,’ was his final answer.

      And silence descended on the van. Unlike our time in the semi, our journey was not a simple one. Every couple of minutes, I felt the van turn left and right as it navigated city streets, and became all too familiar with the jolt of hurried brakes as traffic halted. So too was the noise much more prominent. Faint music could be heard over the chorus of sedentary traffic. People were celebrating. Ready to welcome in the new year with style.

      ‘Run us through the plan then, if you will indulge a couple of dead souls,’ I said.

      ‘Quiet.’

      ‘Why? I don’t think you know it.’

      ‘I know the plan.’

      ‘Do you? Because you look like a giant sack of shit, and all the giant sacks of shit I’ve ever met could barely manage to tie their shoelaces properly. I bet they told you, but you forgot most of it. I bet you’re going to run alongside like a good little dickless dog and hope someone throws you a bone.’

      He leaned forwards. Both hands clamped so hard they were turning white.

      ‘Listen here, you little-’

      But Noble didn’t let him get any further. With the agility of a fox, she lunged forwards and stuck the broken blade into the guy’s arm. He cried out and retreated, which was easier said than done with a massive bomb taking up most of the space. The blade came free and dropped to the floor, taking a large chunk of skin, and a pint of blood with it.

      Dickless clamped his hand over the wound, but didn’t stop. He made a reach for his sidearm, but Noble threw herself down onto his free hand, and slammed her forehead into his chin.

      Not wanting her to have all the fun, I launched forwards as well and pinned Dickless back against the panel. He threw his leg up and kicked me hard in the groin. The shock felt like I’d been tasered. I let go and balanced awkwardly in the van, which gave him all the invitation he needed to pounce forwards and smash his forehead into mine.

      Everything went black. I didn’t know if I was unconscious or dead or blind or paralysed or some combination thereof. I felt myself crumple back down beside the bomb, and listened for a moment as Noble struggled against the mass of muscle trying to kill her while my body recovered. I was aware I needed to do something, but I couldn’t. The headbutt had done me in.

      ‘Stone,’ Noble gasped. I could tell she had something around her throat, squeezing tight.

      I tried to open my eyes, but they were already open. The scene before me just kind of drifted back into view. Dickless was on top of Noble, pinning her against the door while a cascade of blood spurted out onto the panel beside him. Both hands were around her throat, and crushing hard. He had enough fight in him to kill.

      I rocked myself forwards and fell into the pair. Dickless batted me away with his elbow, and I collapsed back onto the bomb. But it gave Noble all the help she needed to punch Dickless in his neck wound.

      He couldn’t fight the pain. He roared, and let go of Noble, who went full on the offensive. Thumbs came out, and plunged into the giant man’s eyeballs. Squeezing them out. His screams filled the van, but she didn’t hold up. She kept going. Squeezing. Pushing. Forcing. I heard a squelching noise that would haunt me till my dying day, as his screams reached a crescendo.  Noble reached down and pulled something from his belt, and I saw a flash of steel as a knife came up and burrowed into Dickless’s throat. Blood spurted out, covering everything and everyone. I wiped it away, and struggled back into my seat. I looked at Dickless.

      He went limp. His body sagging like a deflated balloon. Noble removed the knife and pushed the body down into the crumpled floor space between us and the EMP.

      ‘What the hell was that?’ she gasped, as she snatched the pistol tucked into Dickless’s holster. ‘Some help you were.’

      I opened my mouth to talk, but my head hurt too much. Instead, I gargled at her and waved my hand in limp surrender. Her eyes rolled, and she shuffled back over to the bomb.

      With a better knife, she worked at the screws. Her hands were covered in blood. Hers and his. She worked like a machine, unscrewing bolt after bolt, until the metal top came free. I sat and watched, wishing the sickness in my head and stomach would pass. It didn’t.

      ‘Help me with this,’ she ordered as she pulled off the top of the bomb. I did, and as we dropped it on Dickless’s head, I looked inside.

      It was a mess. Like reading some bizarre, ancient language and trying to make sense of it, the EMP was just a cluster of everything I wished it wasn’t. No off switch jumped out at me. And each of the two trillion wires that spooled and snaked around the massive device looked dauntingly treacherous.

      Behind the cluster of wires was a metal cylinder wrapped extensively with a coil of wire. If I had to guess, I’d put money on the inside of the cylinder being full of explosives.

      ‘We shouldn’t have done that,’ I said.

      ‘Done what?’

      ‘Removed the casing. That metal sheet is nearly an inch thick. It’s designed that way to keep the explosives from spreading further than necessary. If it goes off, it’s going off with a big bang.’

      ‘I can’t risk it going off in the first place,’ said Noble. ‘We have to do something.’

      I looked at the device.

      ‘There’s got to be a power source,’ I said, ‘something external. That cylinder will be full of explosives. You wouldn’t go through the hassle of putting that together just to risk the battery going faulty. It has to be somewhere a person could access it. Even in here. They’ve got to have accounted for a misfire.’

      ‘You’re right,’ said Noble. ‘But where is it?’

      I looked at the EMP with more care. It had to be somewhere one of Gail’s men could reach. But where? Climbing over the corpse on the floor, I looked underneath the device. If there was something there, I couldn’t see it.

      Replacing the top of the bomb, I clambered over the top to check the back. The unease of straddling a bomb was that of straddling a wild horse, or a crocodile. Not one to be repeated. With all the care I could muster, I eased myself down into the minuscule gap behind the device.

      There it was. A small, black battery. The kind I’d seen a dozen times powering outdoor equipment at festivals or garden parties. Wires snaked out of the box, disappearing under the bomb. That had to be it. I reached out and tried to lift it up.

      It wouldn’t budge. Two bolts on either side secured it down. They’d thought of everything.

      ‘I can see the battery,’ I said, my voice strained. ‘But it’s bolted down.’

      ‘Shit. What is it like?’

      ‘A big black box with wires coming out of it.’

      ‘Be more specific.’

      ‘There’s two wires coming out of the right-hand side. They’re both red. Then there’s one black wire at the back that I can’t see where it goes.’

      ‘Okay,’ said Noble, uncertainty rampant in her voice. ‘Are there any switches?’

      ‘None that I can see.’

      She didn’t respond.

      ‘What should I do?’ I called.

      ‘I don’t know. I’m thinking.’

      I looked at the power source. All three wires ran out of my sight. And I had no idea what each one meant. The black wire led directly into a hole in the floor. I tried to think why. Maybe it was connected to the van’s own battery. A backup in case the worst happened. Maybe it led to a switch so the people up front could activate the device without getting out. Maybe it dangled limply in the road. I didn’t know.

      The two red wires had to be connected to the EMP itself. They ran directly beneath me into the belly of the beast. But why were there two of them? Wouldn’t one wire be enough? Or was one a power wire, and one a dummy? Maybe the removal of one activated the other? They’d bolted the device and battery to the chassis of a stolen police van. They’d thought the plan through. They had to have something in place for if someone tried to deactivate it.

      ‘I think you should pull out the black wire,’ said Noble.

      ‘Why?’

      ‘It’s the odd one out.’

      ‘Is that really all you’re going on?’

      ‘Of course not. My guess is that’s a switch so they can activate it from up front.’

      ‘That was my guess too.’

      ‘Then pull it.’

      ‘What if we’re wrong?’ I asked.

      ‘Then it’s been swell getting to know you.’

      Outside, the noises of celebration were getting louder. Traffic was heavy, almost at a standstill. I bet the only reason we were still moving was because the rest of the world thought we were the cops. How far away were we from our destination?

      I reached out and laced the black wire in my fingers.

      ‘How sure are we that pulling the black wire is the right call?’ I asked.

      ‘Zero, but what choice do we have?’

      ‘We could not pull any and see what happens next?’

      ‘Inaction isn’t an option. If you’re nervous, I’ll pull it for you.’

      ‘I can do it.’ I said.

      ‘Then pull the wire.’

      My heartbeat was through the roof. My head and neck and chest and back and stomach and groin and legs and feet hurt. I could feel the sweat from my neck dripping down onto the EMP. Inaction isn’t an option.

      I gripped the black wire.

      And I pulled.

      Nothing happened. Nothing exploded or beeped or anything. At first, I wasn’t sure I’d pulled the wire out. But it was there in my hand, severed wires exposed. I breathed out.

      ‘I think we’re oka-’ I said. But the machine cut me off.

      The EMP rumbled. The noise like that of a jet engine. It rocked the car like a washing machine on steroids. The force was so strong I slid off, landing on Miles’s lap.

      ‘What did you do?’ Noble shouted.

      ‘I pulled the black wire.’

      ‘Then what?’

      ‘Nothing. I didn’t touch anything else.’

      I looked down through the exposed plate at the EMP. Not a chance in hell it wasn’t starting up. It was more alive than me.

      ‘Shit shit shit,’ Noble shouted. ‘What do we do?’

      ‘I don’t know.’

      ‘We have to do something.’

      I looked at the device. Thought about what it was doing right that moment.

      ‘We have to reattach the case.’

      ‘If we do that, we’re letting it happen,’ Noble barked.

      ‘If we don’t, it’s not going to be just an EMP, it’s going to be a bomb. A really big, really deadly bomb. That’s much worse.’

      Her panicked eyes met mine.

      ‘We have to,’ I insisted. ‘We don’t have a choice if you want to save lives. They could park this anywhere. The death toll could be thousands.’

      She let out a long, frustrated yell, and pushed me aside. She clambered over the device and reached down behind it to where the power source was. I saw her yank her arm up,

      The EMP grew louder.

      ‘You pulled the other wires?’ I said. I didn’t need an answer. I knew she had.

      ‘Help me with the shell,’ she shouted. Her hands were shaking profusely. I took hold of one side, and together we dragged it back into place. With the knife, she started turning the screws back into place, but in her haste, the knife slipped and sliced her hand.

      ‘I’ll do that,’ I said, trying to keep calm.

      She handed over the knife, and moved away. I got into position, and started work.

      With every turn of the screw, I felt my heart beat faster. How long did we have? Seconds drifted with terrifying speed. And we were still trapped inside the van.

      ‘See if you can get the doors open,’ I said to Noble.

      She nodded, and started searching for a release.

      I kept turning screws. Tighter and tighter. Containing the blast. Running out of time.

      The van came to an abrupt halt. The engine switched off, and I heard two sets of doors open.

      I looked at Noble.

      She looked at me.

      I passed her the knife.

      The rear door clicked open.

      But that was it. It didn’t open any further. Using the training that had become her lifeblood, Noble kicked open the door and pounced out into the street. I followed close on her tail. As my feet hit the floor, the gravity of my surroundings hit me like a bullet.

      ‘Oh shit,’ was all I could say.

      The gargantuan skyscrapers that loomed all around were ablaze with searing lights. Advertisements bigger than the tallest trees burned their wares into my retinas, dazzling me with their stupendous glare. I raised my hands to cover my eyes, and looked around at the mass of people in each and every direction.

      Times Square was somewhere I had always wanted to visit as a child, but not under these circumstances. The enormity was not lost on me, but not for good reasons. So many people. So many lives, all in peril.

      ‘We need to get them out of here,’ I shouted to Noble.

      Her head was turned, watching two figures fleeing the scene. The driver and his passenger.

      I grabbed her by the shoulder and spun her around.

      ‘We need to evacuate this area.’

      She nodded.

      The crowd chanted. It took me a minute to figure out what it was they were saying.

      ‘Twenty-nine, twenty-eight, twenty-seven.’

      The countdown. A new year dawning.

      So many people. So many casualties.

      I snatched the gun from Noble and pointed it above me. I squeezed the trigger. Once, twice, three times. The people nearby screamed and moved away, but the sheer noise and jubilation of the crowd was too much to quell. Noble wrenched the gun from me. Her face was mad, but my tactic had worked a little.

      ‘Fifteen, fourteen, thirteen.’

      ‘We need to get them out of here,’ I shouted, but even my own voice was barely audible over the deafening crowd.

      I grabbed Noble and pulled her away, towards the throng. Those who had seen me shoot moved further back, fear evident on their faces. But it wasn’t enough. Not even close.

      I hoped the bomb was secure enough. Hoped the explosives contained enough to dampen the radius.

      ‘Ten, nine, eight.’

      I kept moving. Kept sweeping the crowd back.

      ‘Five.’

      Move further.

      ‘Four.’

      Push them away.

      ‘Three.’

      So much noise.

      ‘Two.’

      Was it enough?

      ‘One.’

      I stopped. Listened. Hoped.

      ‘Happy New Y-’

      The boom sounded like nothing I’d ever heard. Like an underground detonation, or a tectonic plate shifting, or a nuclear bomb going off right before my very eyes. The mere existence of it commanded a total and absolute silence from the crowd, who all turned just in time to see the ramifications of its destruction.

      The van jolted on the spot, but it didn’t erupt into a fireball. An invisible shockwave erupted out of the device, spreading like an infectious disease. But instead of stealing human life, it seized every single electronic device within its reach, and slaughtered it. The effect was not like that of a domino set tumbling one by one, but more like someone had kicked the table right out from under it. The once dazzling and illuminating epicentre of technology was extinguished.

      And as the new year was born, New York City descended into darkness.
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      The cheers and celebrations of tens of thousands of people survived for only a matter of seconds. Like an echo from a silenced scream, they rang out into the night, growing ever colder and more distant with each passing moment as those around began to realise what had happened. The silence that followed carried with it a deathly chill, as though the ghosts of dead technology had caused the temperature to plummet.

      It didn’t happen straight away. Just as the moment preceding a tsunami sees a tide retreating far beyond the norm, fear rippled across the crowd. But, just like a rising flood, the consensus began to change. And as it washed over the sea of confused, sullen faces, a cancerous prospect sparked. And like an ember in a summer’s forest, it grew.

      At first, it was little more than a murmur. A giddy thought of rebellion. But as it spread across the crowd, that thought became a reality, and one that must be acted upon with immediacy. The first cheer came roaring over the crowd like a war cry, and was met with a response, not in the dozens, but in the hundreds, and before they had a chance to die away, the situation had changed.

      Movement everywhere. A stampede of terrified New Yorkers ran this way and that. Tension grew like that on a battlefield, with no way to tell who was your friend and who was your foe. I heard over the noise the sound of a window smashing, which caused an eruption of more cheers as others followed suit. Fires burst out of seemingly nowhere as chaos descended on the once joyful party.

      Noble snatched my hand and pulled me away from the van. As she did, I heard a noise that did nothing but fill my heart with dread. Explosions. Distant, and little more than that of a car combusting, but I could tell they weren’t a consequence of the blackout, they were a part of it. Gail’s plan to ensue chaos reigned meant more than one attack in one location. It was many, and precise, and efficient. From the rooftop of a nearby building, I saw a fireball erupt as what I guessed to be a nearby generator went up in flames.

      The explosion seemed only to fuel the riots, who attacked with even more gusto. Already I could see police officers sprinting into action. Impeded by the overwhelming numbers, their orders to desist went unnoticed as the rampage burned brighter.

      I shouted over to Noble.

      ‘What do we do?’

      She didn’t respond at first. Instead, she led me through the crowds towards a parked police cruiser. I pulled my hand free, and she turned around.

      ‘We need their help,’ she barked.

      ‘You go to them, we part ways. Simple as that.’

      And although I could tell she hadn’t forgone the idea entirely, she made no attempt to drag me back into custody. She scanned the crowds.

      ‘We have to stop this,’ she shouted over the incessant combination of caustic rage and terror.

      ‘How? Nothing short of the national guard is going to make a dent. We need to focus on the smaller picture for a change. We need to find Parker.’

      ‘Where would they be?’ shouted Noble as a hooded man ran past her, screaming with jubilation.

      ‘I don’t know.’

      ‘We can’t leave this up to chance. We have to find them.’

      Somewhere, amidst the chaos, Cece and Gail were about to end an innocent man’s life. Somewhere within nearly eight hundred square kilometres of space were three people. Not good. Need to narrow it down.

      I scanned the city skyline, hoping it would form some sort of order, but all that met my eyes were a nauseatingly vast array of shops, restaurants, office blocks, apartments, bars, libraries, departments, hospitals and hotels.

      Something stirred. Something forgotten shuffled in the stack of overflowing thoughts. I didn’t know what, but I knew it was there, hidden deep. I looked around some more. Focused on individual buildings. Tried to coax the memory back up to the surface. What was it? When had it occurred? I looked at signs, hanging like corpses from the side of sullen buildings. Millions of dollars in lost ad-revenue right there. No doubt the big cheeses funnelling their cash into them would be pissed. That thought made the memory wiggle, just a little. A couple more rocks broke loose, revealing more of it. Anger. Rage. Hatred.

      The murder wall.

      Hidden down in the deepest recesses of a mountain in Montana lay all the pieces to the clue.

      But what was it? I tried to cast my mind back, picturing each and every article that I’d read as though my mind could fill in the missing pieces for me. But the more I tried to focus, the more the memories floated away like a kite in a gust. My head felt like shit. Too many beatings fuzzed everything. And like a pulled muscle, the more I tried to use it, the more it made the headache worse. All I could see with any clarity was Parker’s service record, pinned up on the wall underneath a…

      ‘That’s it,’ I shouted, shocking Noble.

      ‘What?’

      ‘There was this advert for a hotel pinned up on their murder wall. In the bunker, they had a whole wall’s worth of documents about Parker. Everything from recent interviews to his service record from way back when he was a soldier. There was this advert for a hotel right here in New York pinned up next to it. I didn’t think anything of it at the time, but it was the only thing up there that didn’t make sense. It was the only document on an entire wall dedicated to Andrew Parker that didn’t have his name or face plastered across it. I should have noticed it sooner. It was literally staring me in the face.’

      ‘What was it called, the hotel?’

      ‘The something plaza. Shit, I can’t remember. I’m sure it had Plaza in the name. How well do you know the city?’

      ‘I’ve been here a couple of times.’

      ‘Know it well enough to know the best places to stay?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Parker wouldn’t stay somewhere low key. He’d be in the Ritz or something. How many places like that would be around here?’

      ‘A couple hundred. It is New York after all.’

      ‘Think big. Think the biggest, most stupendously lavish place in the whole goddamn city. Parker isn’t any man. He wants to be the big chief. He wants the seat at the top of the world. He wouldn’t settle with four out of five stars. Probably not even five out of five. It’s got to be six out of five, minimum for a guy like that. Where fits that bill and has Plaza in the name?’

      She looked around. Tried to scout out locations in a storm of misfortune.

      ‘I think there’s a place on fifty-fourth street. I’ve never been there, but I heard they just finished building it a couple of weeks ago. Supposed to be the place to go. I’m sure it was called The Westmorland Plaza.’

      ‘How far away is fifty-fourth street?’

      She pointed down the street behind her.

      ‘That way,’ she said, ‘maybe half a mile.’

      She turned and ran through the crowd. I followed as best I could. There was so much chaos. So many people. The more I looked, the more I realised just how tipped the scales were in terms of terrified civilians to rampaging criminals. Maybe one of the latter for every one hundred of the former. But their mere presence tainted everything.

      Staying close to Noble was a struggle. She ran with renewed motive, fuelled by months of unrequested stagnation. Her atrophied muscles seemed like a forgotten memory. All the while, I felt like total garbage. My limbs hurt. My bones ached. My head throbbed. My energy was a fallacy. With each passing step, I felt myself waning. Craving release. And each step only made that battle harder.

      I blinked away the exhaustion and looked for Noble. Her scruffy hair bounced behind her as she galloped through the crowds, already much further ahead of me. I blinked again. Saw stars. Blinked. Lights merged together and…
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        * * *

      

      I opened my eyes. The crowd was gone. Times Square was gone. Noble was gone. I could hear a distant noise, but nothing close by. I looked around. I was inside. Dark walls caged me in. Where the hell was I? I spun around, saw an open door and headed for it. To my right, I saw the street. I ran out.

      I wasn’t near Times Square, but I could see it down the street, a couple of blocks away. I looked up at the building I’d been in. It looked like a block of flats. Not a fancy hotel. I couldn’t even see such a place nearby. Nor Noble.

      There were lots of people around. Most were fleeing, but not all. Some stood in the street and watched the carnage breaking out down the road. I ran over to a frumpy woman in a dressing gown who held a dead mobile phone in her hands. She turned as I approached.

      ‘What street is this?’ I asked.

      She looked from me to the riots as though the two connected somehow. I reached out to put my hand on her shoulder.

      ‘What street is this?’ I asked again.

      ‘West Forty-Eighth,’ she said, her New York accent heavy in her smokers throat. ‘Why?’

      What the shit was I doing on West Forty-Eighth?

      ‘Thanks,’ I said, before setting off at a run back towards Times Square.

      What the hell had happened? I’d blinked. That was it. And somehow I’d drifted several blocks west of where I’d closed my eyes. I tried to summon the Wolf, but there was nothing. His absence was surely notable. And his desire to always flee the action was damn near trademarked.

      I didn’t head straight for Times Square. No reason to go back to the mayhem. Instead, I took the first left and ran parallel. Enormous skyscrapers loomed high above me in all directions. Glancing up did little but exacerbate the nausea, so I kept my eyes ahead.

      One block passed, then two, then three. I counted up the street numbers as I passed. Fifty-first. Fifty-second. Fifty-third. I turned onto Fifty-fourth, automatically heading right, but any number of the buildings stretching in what had to be at least a mile or so in either direction could have been The Westmorland Plaza, or any of the other billion or so hotels in the city. I needed more information.

      I stopped the first person to come my way. A young man with a baseball cap sat backwards on his head. He looked at me like I was the boogeyman.

      ‘Where is The Westmorland Plaza?’ I asked.

      ‘The what?’ he replied. He was drunk.

      ‘The Westmorland Pla-’
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        * * *

      

      ‘-za… shit.’

      It happened again. The young man was gone. Fifty-fourth street was gone. I was standing in a convenience store. The entire front window looking out onto the street had been smashed. People were running around. Shouting. Screaming. Fires. Police.

      I wasn’t alone. A withered black woman was standing a couple of feet off to my right. In her hands she clutched a baseball bat.

      ‘Ya’ll best leave b’fore I call the cops,’ she shouted. ‘I don’t wan’ to hurt you.’

      The confidence in her voice did not stretch to her body, which was shaking like a leaf in a storm.

      ‘I’m so sorry,’ I said, before running back through the smashed window into the street.

      Not good. Not good at all. Blackouts were the last thing I needed now. Again, I searched for a sign. Something, anything to help. At the corner of the street was a sign. A big, literal green street sign hanging off the side of the streetlight. The way I’d come said West Fifty-Sixth, and to my left was Eighth Avenue. I headed that way, past bars and fast-food restaurants and sandwich shops and markets. Back towards Fifty-Fourth.

      And as I ran, I saw it. The big, silver letters standing proud over the entrance that read The Westmorland Plaza. Most of it was still hidden from view, but I hedged my bets that The Westmor ended with land Plaza. As I ran across the street to be on the same side and turned the corner, I could tell this was the place I sought.

      The front doors - or rather, where the front doors should have been - had a silver police van sticking out of them. Shards of glass were strewn across the street, and one of the pillars that held up the giant letters above had crumpled, causing the z and a at the end of the title to sag precariously into the road.

      I ran for the door, wishing I had a weapon. Noble had the stolen pistol, but where she was, I didn’t know. Maybe she was still searching. Maybe she was already inside.

      ‘Don’t.’

      Something strange happened. Like running into an invisible clothes line, I felt my body reel backwards. The Wolf.

      ‘What are you doing?’ I shouted.

      ‘Saving us.’

      ‘I have to get inside.’

      ‘If you do, you will die,’ the Wolf snarled. ‘You can’t go up against a dozen armed hostiles with just your bare hands.’

      ‘I have to do something. Gail will kill Parker if I don’t.’

      ‘What does it matter? We don’t owe Parker anything.’

      ‘I can’t let Gail get away with this.’

      ‘Why?’ he snapped. ‘She’s already won. She wanted chaos, and she’s got it. Parker’s death doesn’t negate all this.’

      ‘Then she deserves to pay,’ I replied, forcing myself forwards. The Wolf resisted.

      ‘Noble will hunt her down. She knows the truth. Gail can’t get away with this. Second Solace is finished. This isn’t our fight.’

      ‘It’s my fight.’

      ‘It’s your death if you go inside.’

      ‘It’s my decision.’

      ‘Oh yeah?’ he said.

      Then there was blackness.
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      I was running. Right down the street. Abandoned cars littered the road on either side of me. I stopped dead. Looked around. Saw nothing I recognised. He’d done it again.

      ‘You son of a bitch,’ I shouted at him, startling a couple of people nearby. I ignored them and looked for another sign.

      East Sixty-Fifth. He’d taken me much further than before. And I was exhausted. He hadn’t stopped running. Off to my left I could see the corner of Central Park. I was a mile away, at least. Son of a bitch.

      I didn’t have time to run back. I spun around and looked at the cars. The owners had fled, spooked by the madness. I couldn’t blame them. It was like the apocalypse had descended upon them. Y2K delayed by seven years. They had been warned.

      I checked each car, hoping desperately someone had made a foolish error. Sure enough, someone had. A green Ford had been abandoned with its nose up against the kerb. Keys dangled in the ignition. I jumped in, twisted the key, and reversed back into the road.

      But as I did, I felt it again. That wave of exhaustion and helplessness. He was fighting for control again. I couldn’t let him. I slapped myself across the face and buzzed down the windows. Let the rush of cold air do the work for me as I accelerated down panicked streets.

      At Central Park, I turned left and headed back towards Fifty-Fourth. My eyes rolled in my head, desperate for release. I didn’t let them. Wouldn’t let them. Not again. I spun the car right, then left, then right again, weaving through increasingly busy streets. It seemed impossible how many people there were. As I approached The Westmorland Plaza again, I was forced to abandon the vehicle, such was the density of immovable vehicles barricading the streets. The drive had done me good. Forced some life back into my limbs. Cleared some fog from my head.

      I could see the hotel again, a block ahead of me. The ruined police van was still there, nosed into the front doors. I fought the tiredness that descended as I approached. Jumped through the gaping hole where the front doors had once been, and ran inside.

      ‘You won’t win,’ hissed the Wolf.

      I ignored him. Just kept going.

      Into the darkness.

      Into the storm.
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      The hotel atrium was a total mess. Glass shards had cascaded into the once opulent space, with fragments of the door supports going so far into the room as to collide with the reception desk, and damage it beyond repair. The top of a blonde head was visible behind it, and a terrified woman's whimpers met my ears. I could see what had spooked her, beyond the devastation, of course. The body of a security guard was strewn across the marble floor by the elevators. The pool of blood already dark and far-spread.

      ‘You need to get out of here,’ I called to the woman. ‘It's not safe.’

      Her response came with another petrified groan. I didn't approach her.

      ‘I'm not going to hurt you,’ I insisted. ‘Wait until I've passed, and get out of here. Get home, and lock the doors, okay?’

      Still no response, not that I'd expected one. I crossed the atrium and looked for the door to the stairs. A slim, shaking hand appeared over the counter and pointed to a door hidden in a recess to my right.

      ‘Thank you,’ I said, heading for the door. A small metallic sign bolted to it read Emergency Only. Probably no greater time than this. I pushed it open and headed up.

      I took the stairs as fast as I could. Each passing floor had a number embedded into a sheet of metal beside the door. As I passed the first floor, I glanced up to see how far I had to go. The answer did little to lift my spirits. Not that I'd expected to see the top floor even remotely close. I'd seen the outside. I knew what I was getting into. This was a marathon, not a sprint.

      I kept going. Up and up. Higher and higher. The floor numbers moved up into the double digits. I looked up again. Still not even half way. Kept going. Up and up. Higher and higher. My heart beat harder and harder. I could taste blood in my mouth. My legs cried out for rest. I gave them only a minute. Didn't have time to spare. Up and up. The nausea grew stronger. I could taste bile on the back of my tongue. I had to stop again.

      Vomit came up with alarming ease. My innards convulsed. Pain consuming everything. I dropped to my knees and groaned. Couldn't take much more. I looked up. Still not close. I had to keep going. Somehow.

      I had to slow a little. Took the stairs one at a time, with little pauses on each landing. I glanced at the floor number. Twenty-seven. How many floors could there feasibly be? The Empire State Building was one hundred and three. The Chrysler was seventy-seven. If The Westmorland Plaza was even remotely close to that, I was nowhere.

      But that had to work in my favour as well, unless Gail had shot the place up before the EMP went off. If there were sixty floors - and I was hoping it was no more than that - they had to do this with weapons slung over their shoulders. Surely they were exhausted as well.

      While vomiting what little I had inside was far from ideal, I felt a little more vitality. The Wolf stayed at bay. What was his plan? If he took over again, I didn't think I had it in me to ascend the building a second time. Once was murder enough. Up, up, up. Higher, higher, higher. Mountain top no closer.

      I could hear someone above me. The slap of boots on concrete stairs echoed down to me. Probably meant I was just as loud. I wished I had a weapon. Anything. Noble had the blade and the pistol. She had the training. Maybe it was her up ahead?

      ‘Noble,’ I called out. My voice was hoarse.

      The noise died.

      ‘Stone? Is that you?’

      It was definitely Noble.

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘Where the hell did you go? One minute you were behind me, then... get up here.’

      I took the stairs two at a time, ignoring the near nuclear heat in my leg muscles. I turned the corner and there she was. Bedraggled and exhausted.

      ‘What happened?’ she asked again.

      ‘I fell behind,’ I lied. ‘I lost sight of you and thought you went one way, but it wasn't you. What floor are we on?’

      She checked.

      ‘Forty-ninth,’ she said. ‘I think there's sixty-six in total.’

      ‘You're shitting me?’

      ‘I wish. Come on.’

      She took off like a woman possessed, or at least, a woman who hadn't just ran up forty-nine floors. I groaned and followed at my own pace. Much, much slower than Noble. Seventeen floors to go.

      Each step felt like someone had swapped out my bones with razor-sharp, super-heated blades. At each landing, I had to stop and fight back the bile that forced its way into my throat. I couldn't take much more. Not after everything. My head was woozy. My mind was a mess. Each step drained away energy I didn't have left to spare. Death felt preferable to this. Another step, and another, and another. Up and up. Higher and higher. Ten floors left.

      Then it happened. I closed my eyes for a fraction of a second and felt it, felt him. Like a rug pulled out from under me, I drifted.

      Something solid hit me in the back of the head. Broke the illusion. I fell into the wall and looked around.

      It was Noble. She held the butt of her pistol up like a tomahawk. Eyes flaring.

      ‘What're you playing at?’ she snapped.

      ‘What?’

      ‘Don't give me that shit. Why were you going down?’

      I looked around, saw the floor number at the foot of the next staircase. Fifty-third floor.

      ‘It took me three floors to realise you'd pussied out,’ she shouted. ‘I just ran down six floors to catch you. What the shit is this?’

      ‘I... I...’ I stammered. What could I say? Sorry, it's the other half of my mind trying to fight with me.

      ‘Help me or take a bullet, Stone,’ she snapped. She turned around and headed up, ‘I won't ask nicely again.’

      ‘Leave me alone,’ I snarled to the Wolf.

      ‘You said it yourself. You'd rather die than continue. Why do either?’

      ‘You are not in control. I am.’

      ‘You've got a funny way of showing it, James.’

      I pushed past him and kept going. Noble was higher, but not so much so that she couldn't turn around and kick my arse if the Wolf took over again. I could feel him there, like a spiderweb entangling me. I fought past him. Kept going. Up and up. Higher and higher.

      Ten floors became five. Five floors became Three. Become two. Became one.

      There.

      The door to the penthouse suite was right in front of us. The metal plaque read Sixty-Six. PH. Noble stood there, waiting for me. Making sure I hadn't fled again. When she saw I hadn't, she held out the knife.

      ‘Not as good as a gun, but I'm keeping this one for myself,’ she said.

      ‘And who could blame you? Arming a wanted felon with a weapon.’

      ‘Everything's got to be a game with you, hasn't it?’ she snapped.

      ‘Only the things that are socially uncomfortable.’

      ‘Listen, I'm only saying this once. You play me, or don't follow the rules, or step a single goddamn toe out of line, I'll put one of these rounds into your gut. I'll let you bleed out nice and slow for being such an unbearable asshole. You got that?’

      ‘Loud and clear, Captain.’

      She scowled at me. Put her hand on the door handle. Turned it gently and pushed.

      Instead of a corridor with dozens of hotel room doors leading off from it, the penthouse had a cosy box room, with the elevator doors to my left, and the wide open double doors leading to the main event to my right. Four bodies lay face down on the plush beige carpet, their blood tainting the expensive material a dreadful brown. All were men. Two wore smart black tailored suits.  Parker’s private entourage. The others were Second Solace soldiers. All four were still. Taking care not to cross in front of the open doors, Noble checked the bodies. They were unarmed, or more likely had become so posthumously.

      Noble shifted closer to the doors, her back pinned to the wall. She gripped the pistol with both hands. Even though she’d just run up nearly seventy storeys, her breathing was calm and controlled. Mine was dog shit. I was surprised the whole of Gail’s team hadn’t heard me panting like a fool. Maybe they had.

      Noble peered through the door, taking care not to expose more of herself than necessary. She did it with all the finesse of a professional Federal Agent. She managed not to get her head blown off, which was a start. She moved the gun back into her right hand and lifted up two fingers.

      Two hostiles.

      I nodded. The knife in my hand felt heavy. The handle was damp with my sweat. I inched closer to Noble and ducked down. Carefully, I climbed over the nearest corpse and peered through the door myself. If someone had spotted Noble the first time, they wouldn’t expect another head to pop up several feet lower than head height.

      There they were. Two heavily armed men standing just inside the front door. Getting around them would be a problem. Neither man looked like they were aware two enemies were just a couple of feet behind them. I inched out a little further. Risked full on decapitation for the cause. The room was maybe twice the size as the one we were in, and acted like more of an interior corridor with two doors on either side, and one big one at the far end. Another twin door kicked open wide, beyond which I could see massive floor to ceiling windows overlooking a dark and disparaging Manhattan.

      Tweedledum and Tweedledee were the only two people I could see.

      We could do this.

      I got back up and whispered my Intel into Noble's ear. She nodded. Turned her head to whisper to me.

      ‘You get the left, I'll handle the right.’

      Which was saying something, because the guy on the right was much, much bigger than the guy on the left. She had no faith in me. Couldn't blame her. Her breath was warm on my ear. Focus up, James.

      We moved silently. Like two goddamn ninjas. I held the blade. Noble went in barehanded. The pistol would only attract more attention. Lit by only the light of the moon cascading through the large windows, we tread silent steps across a plush, fluffy carpet, ready to kill.

      When I was a foot away, I brought the knife up, threw my right hand across the guy's mouth, and drove the blade into his neck. He did not go gently into this good night. He twisted with incredible speed, spitting saliva and blood into the palm of my hand as he tried to protest. Little you can do to counter a knife to the throat though, and he went down fairly quick.

      I looked at Noble. She hadn't finished. not yet. Her arms were clamped tight around her man's neck, crushing with such force that he couldn't make a sound. I dropped the corpse and plunged the knife into the man's stomach. There wasn't much fight in him after that. We left them by Parker's downed guards, picked up their weapons, and prepared.

      I checked the weapon. An AR-15, the same gun Lee had used to explain suppressors. Firing this would be enough to give my ears a good kicking. But enemy bullets could do a lot worse, so I didn't complain. I checked the magazine. Six bullets shy of a full house. Good. Plenty of wiggle room there. Noble finished checking her weapon too.

      ‘Saving Parker is our number one priority,’ she whispered, ‘you got that?’

      ‘So long as Cece and Gail take one for the team, I’m game.’

      ‘No,’ she hissed, ‘Parker's life is more important. You put your ego aside and do this right, or not at all. I've got no problem cuffing you here and waiting till it's all over.’

      ‘How you going to cuff me without cuffs?’

      ‘Alright, I'll put a round in each kneecap. Does that suit sir?’

      ‘Fair play. What's the plan?’

      From deeper inside the penthouse, I heard the pop of a pistol. Both Noble and I jumped, spinning around with our newly acquired weapons raised. The bullet wasn't for us. And it was followed by voices.

      ‘For the last time. Tell us where he is.’ The voice was one I recognised. That of my old gal, Cece.

      A muffled voice spoke, low and masculine, but the words were too quiet to hear.

      ‘You liar!’ screamed Cece. ‘He’s here, I know he is. Tell me where he’s hiding or I’ll cut you slowly.’

      ‘Go to hell!’ shouted the other person. He had to be one of Parker’s entourage, but if he was here, where was Parker?

      I heard the thump of something hard hitting something fleshy, which was followed by a pained groan. Noble and I moved towards the open double doors. Moonlight cast into a spacious open plan living room. A sleek L-shaped leather sofa stood between us and a group of five people. Four standing around the fifth, who was kneeling before them like a sacrificial offering. Parker’s guard. He wasn’t looking great. The silver light of the moon turned the blood that lathered his face a disturbing black colour.

      Towering over him was the tall, spindling figure of Cece. Beside her stood my old friend, Shotgun Joe, his shotgun turned around to use the butt as a bludgeon. I couldn’t see Gail anywhere. Perhaps she was out hunting for Parker. Hopefully she’d fallen down the stairs and snapped her neck. The other two men had their backs to me. Both had assault rifles.

      Two versus four. Not exactly ideal, but we had the element of surprise.

      ‘I will not ask you again,’ snarled Cece. ‘If you do not tell me where Parker is, I will pull out your intestines and make you watch as I set them on fire.’

      ‘We don’t negotiate with terrorists,’ gargled the wounded man, although his tone wasn’t as steadfast as his choice of words.

      Noble moved into the room, low and quiet to not attract attention. With only the injured guard facing us, we were okay for now, but even if he spotted us and turned his head, it could be all Cece needed to figure out she wasn’t alone.

      While the room wasn’t exactly what you’d call small, it was sparsely populated. Besides the leather sofa, all the cover we had available came from a thin marble-topped counter running along the wall opposite the windows. Behind it, I could see a fridge filled with bottles of champagne and other drinks.

      Following Noble, I eased into the room and clung to the shadows, edging towards the bar. As I reached it, Shotgun Joe brought his weapon down on the guard’s head, and I heard an unpleasant crack as it made contact. The guard made a noise like a wounded animal on the brink of death. If we were going to help him, we didn’t have long.

      Noble patted me on the arm. I looked at her.

      ‘You go left. I’ll go right,’ she mouthed, emphasising the action with her hands.

      I nodded.

      She lifted up three fingers on her left hand while she gripped the AR-15 in her right. She bounced a fraction on her knees, readying for the attack. My heart beat faster and faster. My throat felt tight. I held the stolen weapon tight. Pressed the butt into my shoulder. Steadied myself.

      She counted down. Three. Two.

      One.

      I launched up behind the bar, weapon coming up with Cece in my mind’s eye. She was dying here. Today. By my hand. The second I was up and out of cover, I squeezed the trigger.

      Bullets exploded out of two weapons in unison. From my position, Cece was blocked by at least two other people. Shotgun Joe and one of the men I didn’t recognise. I saw the latter turn just in time to get cut down by my fury while the other took a round to the head from Noble. Shotgun Joe and Cece were saved by their sacrifices and dived away before I had a chance to fell either.

      Cece was lightning fast. No sooner had her fallen comrades taken one for the team did she have her weapon up and pointed at me. I ducked just before her rounds smashed into the painted wall behind me, and flecks of plaster rained down upon me.

      Noble had ducked too, unable to take down either of the two remaining combatants. Instead of launching upwards again, she went right, ducking out around the edge of the counter to return fire.

      I did the same on the other side, but as I peaked out of cover, bullets smashed into the wall inches from my head. I couldn’t see Cece, but I knew it was her.

      ‘Missed me, Cece?’ I called out. ‘Bet you didn’t think you’d see see me again, did you?’

      I heard an agitated snarl explode out of her as more bullets went flying. Get her angry. Get her making mistakes.

      ‘You know, I left you guys an email to say I was coming to kick your arse,’ I continued. ‘Didn't you get the memo? I meant to cc you in.’

      More bullets. More anger. Bullets smashed through the counter, any one of which could have caught me in the head.

      ‘You won’t win here, you might as well secede,’ I shouted. ‘Get it? Secede? I thought that one was pretty good.’

      I heard movement. No time to wait and see. If she was on the move, she was dead. I jumped out of cover, weapon raised.

      Shotgun Joe kicked me in the side. I dropped the rifle and hit the wall as a flash of something shotgun-shaped filled my vision. I pushed away just in time and rolled onto my back. The boom of the weapon felt like a stun grenade going off in my face. The noise was completely disorientating. I felt dozens of small things hit my arms and neck and face, but nothing cut through. Somehow, I’d survived. But it wouldn’t be for long. Through the distortion, I saw Shotgun Joe appear again.

      Noble got him just in time. A well-aimed burst of gunfire sliced through his arms, and with a scream almost as loud and piercing as the shotgun blast, he dropped his weapon right onto me and fell back.

      I snatched up the weapon. Spun it around to face the wounded mess.

      And I shot the Joe right out of Shotgun Joe with his own namesake.

      Two halves of man thudded against the carpet. I called out to Cece.

      ‘Two on one now, Cece. That’s some pretty shit luck if you ask me.’

      ‘It’ll only take one bullet to end your pathetic existence, snake,’ she shouted back.

      ‘Did I ever mention I hate snakes?’

      She retaliated with more gunfire, but this time I was ready. With the shotgun up and ready, I swivelled around and pointed it at the spot I guessed she was hiding behind. I squeezed the trigger.

      The kickback of a shotgun when you’re already beat and on the brink of collapse is like stepping out in front of a speeding truck. The weapon thumped into my torso, and jettisoned out of my grasp, landing with a clatter against what remained of the bar. Unarmed and incapacitated, I lay there like an upturned turtle, completely exposed.

      But what the shotgun had done to me was only a fraction of its overall destruction. Behind the ugly leather sofa, I saw someone stumble. A flash of dark hair rose and fell as a single embittered groan escaped her lips.

      Cece tried to stand, but her wounds were too severe. She held her rifle limp in one hand, while the other padded against the multitude of fresh wounds on her chest, each oozing a considerable amount of blood. As I got to my feet, already I could see just how pale she had gone. All the fight was gone from her, except for her eyes. They met mine with a ferocity not yet seen in the contemptuous woman.

      ‘I did warn you I’d win,’ I said, ‘I told you, you’d see…see.’

      Her eyes narrowed.

      ‘Snake,’ she snarled, before her body gave out.
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            A Second Date

          

        

      

    

    
      The guard was in a bad way. The cut on his head was deep, and he had already lost a lot of blood. Not only that, but in the ensuing chaos, he had taken a bullet to the upper torso, and fresh blood had already begun to congeal with that which stained the ruined carpet. Noble was first to him.

      ‘I’m with the FBI,’ she said. ‘Just stay still. You’re going to get through this.’

      Even she didn’t believe it.

      She pressed a cloth against the cut on his forehead. He pushed her away.

      ‘There’s no time,’ he gasped. ‘You need to get to Parker before the others find him and his family.’

      ‘Where are they?’ she asked.

      ‘Protocol for an attack was to get them to an evac zone. The closest was on the roof. There’s a helipad. We sent him up there when the lights went out. We-’ he stopped to cough. Fresh blood trickled down his lips, ‘-we didn’t realise they were coming for him.’

      ‘You did a great job. What’s your name?’ asked Noble.

      ‘Jim Robinson.’

      ‘Jim. You saved Parker’s life,’ said Noble. Her tone full of reassurance. The same tone you give a terminal patient on the brink. ‘You served your country well.’

      A weak smile broke out over his face.

      ‘Nah we didn’t. We fucked up. Should have got him out of here sooner. That’s on us.’

      ‘Don’t do that to yourself,’ Noble insisted, he’s alive because of you.’

      ‘We hope,’ Jim coughed. ‘Get out of here and go save his ass before they find him.’

      Noble looked at him, then at me. The guy was about to die. She didn’t want to leave him. Neither did she want to leave Parker and his family to Gail’s mercy.

      I took the choice away from her.

      ‘I’ll save some for you,’ I said, ‘but Gail’s not walking away from here alive.’

      ‘Parker and his family first, Stone. That’s the job.’

      ‘Job shmob,’ I said, bending down to take Cece’s weapon off her corpse. ‘The perks of being a criminal mean I don’t need to do as I’m told. You should try it some time, you’d like it.’

      I smiled at them both, and headed for the bar. I took a bottle of champagne from the fridge then headed for the door.

      I had a date with Gail.

      And I wanted to go with a present.
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        * * *

      

      The stairs up to the roof were narrower than those leading up the first sixty-six floors. The door at the end was closed. A service door with a metal bar that pushed down to open. The hinges squealed in protestation as I pushed it aside. Champagne bottle in my left hand, lowered assault rifle in my right.

      The cold night air felt like a bucket of ice to the face. It freed up the tingles in the back of my head and gave me some clarity. Just as in the penthouse suite below, Second Solace had snuck its way into this situation as well. Except that this time, the threat was much greater.

      There was Parker. His short blonde hair glistened in the moonlight. The steady breeze was nothing for the product he had keeping it all in place. His wife and daughter clutched to his side. The former was maybe a foot shorter, and wore a thick red coat that ran down to just below her knees, while the latter had her father’s suit jacket wrapped around her, with only the cascading blonde hair dancing in the wind exposed.

      Standing between me and the threatened family was Gail. All alone. She had her father’s revolver pointed at the presidential candidate. She was about as tall as Parker’s wife, but held much more power in her stance than the terrified woman she held hostage.

      Parker oozed wealth like lesser men did sweat. Cut him open, and he’d bleed green. Even with a revolver pointed in his face, he maintained the same steely expression that would maybe one day win him the presidency. He made no attempt to loosen his grip on his family, despite Gail’s demands. Command came easy for him. She was a dozen steps behind from the get go. Whether that would ultimately work in his favour was still to be seen.

      From the look of it, she hadn’t been there long. No reason to outstay her welcome by fannying around with the act of murder.

      But barging through a closed door had come at the cost of subtlety. I had not gone unnoticed.

      Gail turned her head a fraction. Saw me out of the corner of her eye.

      ‘Cecilia is dead,’ she said. Not a question. Just a statement. Almost sounded like she was impressed.

      ‘Well, either that or I just blew apart the world’s largest stick insect. That could be awkward.’

      With her head turned slightly, I thought I saw the makings of a smile creep across her stoney face. Before I had a chance to confirm, she spun her gun arm around in my direction and fired.

      I ducked and darted right, towards one of the hotel’s large ventilation extractors protruding from the roof. The bullet missed me by a mile.

      ‘Gail, I’ve got to say, you look lonely,’ I called out, cradling the gun and bottle. ‘What, all out of goons for the grand finale?’

      ‘My team are busy finishing up around the city.’

      ‘Fat lot of help they are for you now.’

      ‘It doesn’t matter. Once you and Parker are dead, my objective is complete. I knew you were tenacious. I knew you wouldn’t die with the bomb. Ever since I sent you off to find the bunker, I knew you’d put the pieces together soon enough. All it took was one suggestion and you ran away with the idea. You were so gullible, James.’

      ‘You think?’ I called, thinking about her weapon. She’d fired one bullet back in Second Solace, the bullet that killed Agent Miles. Had she thought to reload the weapon? The revolver was a six-shooter. Six rounds in total. One wasted right here on the roof. Maybe another down in Second Solace. And an untold number expended on her way up the hotel to this very spot. Anywhere between five and zero rounds left. Hope for the best, plan for the worst.

      Five bullets.

      ‘I know,’ she hissed. ‘You. Maddox. Cecilia. You all did exactly what I wanted. I knew Maddox would recognise your talent. I fed him exactly what I wanted to get him to order you under my roof, and planted the seed of doubt that you were not to be trusted. I thought for certain that if either of you survived the ambush, you would rip one another apart with mistrust. But I suppose my ambush was too strong, so you didn’t have the chance to squabble. And even I must admit I didn’t foresee exactly his demise. I knew Cecilia loved him. I knew she would do anything for him. But over all these years there was only one thing they didn’t see eye to eye on.’

      I peered out behind cover. Gail had the gun pointed at Parker, then his wife, and finally his daughter. Each for no longer than a second or so.

      ‘I thought it would divide them, but I never thought she would kill my father. Not until you came along. You, James, were the perfect tool to tear them apart. Her hatred for you was stronger than anything I’ve seen in her before. You killed Maddox, purely by refusing to die.’

      ‘Just so you know,’ I shouted, ‘a brief separation from you hasn’t made me yearn to hear your bullshit. Justify your insanity however you want. It’s not going to save you now.’

      ‘It doesn’t have to save me,’ she said, ‘I’ve already won. Once Parker is dead, whether you survive, the world will blame this all on you. Vile, treacherous James Stone. His poison spreads wherever he goes, taints whatever he touches.’

      ‘That sounds like fun and all, but I’ve been blamed enough for shit other people did. And besides, you haven’t factored in Agent Noble.’

      Her silence was all the answer I needed.

      ‘You know Agent Noble?’ I continued, ‘the woman you had locked up for ages. She’s alive and kicking downstairs. In fact, she’ll be on her way up here any moment.’

      ‘Then she will die with you and Parker.’

      ‘I doubt that. She’s quite the arse-kicker. She’ll run circles around you.’

      She fired another shot at me. Another miss. It smashed into the extractor unit with a loud ping. The way she was going, she would run out of bullets before she hit any of her targets. Four rounds left. Still enough to go around

      ‘Come out now, or I’ll kill Parker,’ Gail screamed.

      ‘You said you’d do that either way, so go ahead. I don’t care if he lives. You said it yourself, he deserves to die. Why not act on it while you have the chance?’

      A short, agitated snarl was all the response I got. Good. Get angry, Gail. Make all the irrational mistakes you want. I’m going to beat you.

      ‘I’m serious,’ I continued. ‘Kill him. He doesn’t mean shit to me. I just want to watch the life drain out of you, Gail. I want to see you die with my own eyes.’

      A third shot. A game changer. Not because it hit me or Parker or his family, but because it meant she was short on ammunition, unless she had spares, which I hadn’t considered. But reloading would take time.

      I placed the rifle down beside me. Took the champagne bottle in both hands.

      ‘So, indulge me, Gail,’ I called out as I peeled off the wrapping from the top of the bottle. ‘Why Parker? Now that it’s just us, why do you want that guy dead? There’s got to be hundreds of guys worse than him out there. What’s he done to boil your piss?’

      I twisted the cork. Not enough to make it pop, but getting it on the way.

      ‘He is willingly part of the problem,’ said Gail. ‘He knows that his actions will be the undoing of this country, and he doesn’t care. So long as he gets his slice of the pie, he couldn’t give a damn what happened to the working people.’

      As she spoke, I shook the bottle. The champagne fizzed up. Put pressure on the cork. Carefully, I placed it down at the corner of the extractor unit, then I slid silently in the other direction. Pressed myself up against the other side.

      ‘Sounds like you and Papa Cage had a lot in common,’ I shouted, ‘maybe you shouldn’t have been a maniac and had him killed.’

      ‘This world has a problem, a sickness, and it is masculinity,’ Gail shouted. ‘Only once it is eradicated, the world will-’

      The champagne bottle popped. The cork skyrocketed. The noise was far from that of a gunshot, but to a paranoid mind, it was enough.

      Gail spun and fired at the point the noise had come from, and the bullet sailed through dead air. Her weapon pointed in the opposite direction to Parker or his family, just like I wanted.

      I emerged, rifle raised, pointed at a true target. I didn’t rush. Didn’t waste the opportunity. I let the target realise her mistake. Let her turn marginally, and line herself up with what was coming. Then I squeezed.

      Just one bullet, but it was all I needed. The bullet smashed into the centre of her chest, and Gail Cage went down like a boxer in the ring. There one moment, gone the next.

      I threw the weapon aside before she’d hit the ground and sprinted forwards. Kicked the revolver out of the still moving hand. She wasn’t dead, but not far off.

      ‘So much for all the big talk,’ I said. ‘You died like a punk.’

      All she could manage was a weak gargle. I left her to die alone.

      Parker and his family hadn’t moved. Even though both husband and wife had to have at least another ten years on me, I was the one in charge. I got close, hands empty and raised in gentle surrender.

      ‘Are you okay?’ I asked.

      Parker’s daughter didn’t turn around. Her head was burrowed into her mother’s stomach. His wife looked up at me. Her eyes were a deep hazel.

      ‘Who are you?’ she asked, but Parker interrupted before she got an answer.

      ‘What’s the protocol here?’ he barked. ‘We need to get out of here ASAP.’

      No thanks. No gratitude. Oh, he was a politician alright.

      ‘I tend not to get bogged down in protocol,’ I said with a shrug. ‘Spontaneity is the spice of life.’

      There was a mixed look of discontent and irritation in his chiselled face.

      ‘Before you ask, I’m not on your payroll,’ I said, ‘so don’t think about playing the big cheese. I don’t care enough to listen.’

      I was about to flash him one of my patented cheeky smiles when something happened. It was the wife that started it. Her big hazel eyes opened even wider, and the noise that came out of her mouth was like that made of someone recoiling from a venomous snake. It drew my attention, which in hindsight was the worst thing that could have happened. Because it opened me up to an attack.

      I saw her move a second before it happened. The streak of golden hair caught my peripheral, and just like she had with my attack, I unwittingly turned around to take it head on.

      Moonlight glistened off the hilt of the blade as it plunged into my stomach. The pain was unbelievable. Totally incomprehensible. Like stepping directly into the sun, or feeling the full force of a planet’s gravity. It was total, unavoidable, excruciating agony. I felt every single millimetre of sharpened steel drive through my stomach, through tissue and muscle and organs. Felt every nerve bursting and burning and screaming and dying. Felt the pain receptors sending white hot agony up to my brain.

      And then it all got a million times worse.

      Gail’s eyes met mine. She held the blade steady, and she pierced me with her smile.

      ‘You talk too much,’ she snarled.

      Then she pulled out the blade.

      Blood gushed out of the wound. Pooled in my hands. Drained everything from me. Frightened fingers dabbed at the skin. Felt the warmth of fresh blood. Smelt the stench of impending death. It had happened. Finally. It was about to come. Death. I had dodged it long enough, but now it was here.

      I dropped to my knees, unable to compute what had happened. The screams of Parker’s wife and child felt like they were coming from a nearby galaxy. Not a couple of feet away. Nothing felt real. Except for the pain. That was all too concrete.

      Gail moved away, retrieved the revolver, and raised it again.

      ‘Now, where was I?’ she said, jubilation in her voice.

      She raised it once more, but not towards me. Aimed at Parker.

      ‘No one to save you now,’ she said.

      Everything slowed down. I watched the finger inching closer to the trigger as I heard a voice in my ear. That distant manifestation of inner torment.

      ‘This. This is what I warned you about.’

      I tried to speak, but I couldn’t. Didn’t have the energy.

      ‘No light at the end of the tunnel for you.’

      The muscles in Gail’s torso tensed. Her eye closed slowly as she aimed up the shot.

      ‘You might as well make it count.’

      I pushed off my knees and lunged towards her. As I connected, her finger squeezed, and a bullet ejected from the weapon. The force knocked it off course, and it disappeared into the night. I swung my arms around her and kept moving. Kept moving. Pushing her away. Away from Parker. Away from his family. Away from victory. And towards something that worked a damn sight better for me.

      The lip of the building was right there. Right within my reach. Her feet dug into the ground, but I lifted her up. Kept her from struggling. Another bullet exploded out of the revolver. Went nowhere useful. I kept going. Closer and closer. The edge was right there.

      I launched over the side, gripping Gail tight to my chest. Listened to her screams like mother fucking birdsong.

      I closed my eyes.

      Not winning today, you bitch.

      Wind rushed through my fingers. I let go. Let gravity do it for me. My role was over. The cool breeze kept me going. Kept me alive right to the end. Gail’s screams flecked my face with warm spittle. You’ve lost. Deal with it.

      I opened my eyes. Saw the look of genuine terror in her face. Saw something behind her. Much closer than I’d expected. Not the street below. Not the right direction for that. The roof of the neighbouring building. Still nice and solid and deadly.

      I let the smile spread across my face.

      And then it was all over.
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      They called it an accident. An overload of the system. Too much power running through an archaic system. Bound to happen eventually, they said. Just a matter of time. And just like that, a terror plot was forgotten, and years of plotting was wasted. There would be some that remembered. Those choice few who knew what had really gone down. But they knew the score. They knew they couldn’t speak of it. Because New York had already suffered one day of darkness. It wouldn’t have another.

      And less than forty-eight hours later, it was as though nothing had ever happened. Times Square was back to normal. Broken windows were replaced. Insurance companies already had fat documents sat in their in-trays detailing the true extent of the damage and loss those storefronts had faced. Replacements had been ordered, ready to be snatched up in the New Year sales. The Westmorland Plaza’s entrance had had a facelift. The sign stood proud, and a newly hired doorman dressed tip to toe in a freshly pressed uniform. All was well.

      The figure moved through the darkness like a shadow. Fast, purposeful steps through dull, snow-swept streets. The tail of his long, charcoal coat whipped playfully at his ankles as he strode along, head bowed, hands in pockets. Not a care in the whole damn world.

      Clutched in his left hand was a roll of notes. Two thousand dollars in total, give or take a few bucks. In his right was a Glock 19. The figure had chosen the weapon and the coat with care so that the former was completely concealed within the latter, and anything shy of a full body pat down or a metal detector would reveal his secret. But he knew neither was a possibility. Not here. Not today.

      He twisted through the streets, taking care to act casual. He was a man with a plan, just like any of the countless men and women that hustled along with similar urgency. The new year beget billions of newfound plans and hopes and inspirations. The figure was like them, yet completely different.

      Unless they too were hiding a secret.

      It took a little over half an hour to find the place he was looking for. The sign hanging over the front door read “Ironside Veterinary Clinic” in faded black paint, with a chipped paw print directly beneath it. The figure pushed open the door, kicked the snow off his boots, and stepped inside. The building smelt of damp. Pressed between the Chinese restaurant on the left, and a butchers on the right - the irony of which was not lost on the man in the charcoal coat - a narrow staircase led up to the main reception area above the door.

      A tired female receptionist sat at the counter. Wrapped in her winter coat, with an electric heater tucked between her legs, she barely noticed the newcomer. As her eyes met his, and she realised he carried with him no animal, she raised a gloved hand and pressed a button beside her computer.

      ‘You’ve got a visitor,’ she said into a small microphone beside the monitor. Her droll of a voice grated on the man’s ears. He didn’t like American accents.

      The door to his right buzzed open, and the receptionist nodded for him to proceed. He did so, closing the door hastily behind him and removing his hat and gloves. The room was a small clinic. Posters encouraging healthy diets for dogs and cats lined the walls, stopping only to allow for a series of white-painted cabinets on the far wall. In the centre of the room was a high table with a blue mat sat atop it that smelt highly of disinfectant.

      Standing on the far side was a man. His enormous gut was barely concealed beneath a set of navy scrubs. His tired skin had a faint air of jaundice to it, with heavy purple bags beneath sullen eyes. The veterinary surgeon had to be in his late forties, or early fifties. He loosened his grip on the pistol ever so slightly. This was not a man with whom he needed to worry about.

      The man in the charcoal coat had faced dozens of opponents much fiercer than this vet. Hundreds maybe. It was the life he had chosen all those years ago in a land far removed from this western world and its overindulgent lifestyles. He regarded the figure before him, not as a fellow equal or even of the same species. This was a neanderthal. A sub-human. The greased-back hair that barely covered his scalp only worsened his opinion of the vet. Perhaps a quick death was a mercy than living a full life like that.

      ‘You the guy I spoke with earlier?’ asked the vet. His thick New York accent did all kinds of damage to the word earlier.

      ‘Yes,’ said the man in the charcoal coat. ‘I was told you might be able to help me.’

      He withdrew the roll of notes from his left pocket. His right still gripped the pistol.

      The vet raised his hand.

      ‘Not so fast,’ he said. ‘First, I’ve got to know you can be trusted. This is a serious business here. I can’t be seen conducting this sort of deal with complete strangers. I could lose my license.’

      ‘I promise you, no one will ever even know I was here.’

      ‘Janice will,’ said the vet.

      ‘Who?’

      ‘Janice. My receptionist. She’s got a big mouth. Likes to use it a little too much, if you know what I mean.’

      ‘Perhaps you should look for a new receptionist?’ suggested the man in the charcoal coat.

      ‘That’s not what I meant. She likes to talk. She sees a guy like you in a place like this with no animal, and she likes to talk, you understand?’

      He understood. The vet wanted more money. They always did. It was another reason he hated Americans.

      He nodded.

      ‘How much?’ he asked.

      ‘Double what we agreed on the phone,’ said the vet.

      Which was fine. He had brought triple.

      Just in case.

      He pulled free his right hand, leaving the pistol in his pocket, and counted out the new amount. The vet’s eyes lit up at the sight of the unfolding wad of cash. The man in the charcoal coat noticed. He stopped counting. He had a better idea.

      He held the whole stack out.

      ‘I’ll tell you what,’ he said, watching the vet. ‘If you double the amount, you can have it all.’

      A flicker of doubt crossed the vet’s face.

      ‘I can’t,’ he said. ‘We don’t hold much stock. I already promised you more than I should have.’

      ‘Then I’ll take all that you have,’ said the man in the charcoal coat. ‘And you can keep the rest as a show of good faith, should we need to meet again.’

      ‘You said this was a one-time thing,’ muttered the vet.

      ‘And that was the arrangement, but plans can change. I’m sure you can understand that.’

      ‘What do you need this stuff for?’ he asked.

      ‘That is for me to know, and you to speculate, should you so wish.’

      The vet’s eyes darted between the money and the man holding it. He weighed up the decision.

      ‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘Maybe this is a bad idea. I don’t even know you from Adam.’

      The man with the charcoal coat returned the money to his pocket.

      ‘Have I made a mistake in coming here?’ he asked.

      ‘This is serious shit,’ said the vet, ‘I’ve got to jump through a hundred hoops just to prove to the cops I’m legit. If they find out-’

      ‘They will not find out,’ insisted the man in the charcoal coat, ‘I can assure you of that.’

      But it appeared the vet had already made his mind up. The man in the charcoal coat had seen it happen countless times. When they lose their nerve, there can be no changing their mind. And when that happens, there can be only one outcome.

      He put his hand on the grip of the pistol. Held it steady.

      ‘Then it would appear you have wasted my time,’ he said, his voice cold, ‘and you have made a very powerful enemy.’

      ‘Hey listen, dickbag,’ snapped the vet, ‘I ain’t the one who went around asking strangers if they’d like to buy narcotics off me. You should thank your lucky stars I haven’t called the cops on you. Do the world a favour and go back to whatever shit hole of a country you came from and-’

      The round hit him square in the chest. The man in the charcoal coat had whipped the pistol out with ease, just like he’d practiced, and put a bullet right into the vet’s heart. He staggered backwards as blood sprayed around the small, disinfected room, and he fell onto his back.

      A shriek from the other room told the man in the charcoal coat that the receptionist had heard the disruption. He spun around, kicked open the door and fired twice at the space she had been sitting. The first bullet hit the wall right where her head had been. The second hit its mark. She was dead before her body hit the floor.

      Turning back around to face the vet, the man in the charcoal coat noticed he wasn’t dead. Crawling towards the counter by the window, the vet reached up for a sleek black phone docked in its cradle. The man in the charcoal coat let him go no further. The fourth and final round of the night caught him in the temple, and the vet slumped down to the floor.

      Returning the pistol to his pocket, and reapplying the leather gloves he’d recently purchased, the man in the charcoal coat began his search. He knew what he needed, it had been carefully detailed in the email he had received earlier that day. A quick search of the small room was all it took. He placed four of the tiny vials in his pocket beside the wad of cash and looked around. No cameras. No surveillance. He hadn’t touched anything with his bare hands. In fact, he could be certain he hadn’t left a shred of evidence anywhere in the dingy clinic. He turned and took the stairs back down to the landing and hastened out into the street.

      He took a different route home. One he knew to lack CCTV or a strong police presence. Cops ruled the roost in large swathes of New York, but not everywhere. All you had to know was where to look, and where to not be looked upon. And the man in the charcoal coat knew exactly that.

      The journey was longer, but that was to be expected. Less than two hours from start to finish, and only minimal damage control. No one would expect more from him, he knew.

      The building in question was in East Harlem. Not the worst place the man in the charcoal coat had ever seen. In fact, the place he had grown up could only aspire in its dreams to be so affluent. But that was why this building had been chosen. A safe house should be exactly that. Safe. Secure. Free from persecution.

      The man in the charcoal coat opened the front door and ascended the stairs to the fourth floor. He withdrew a key from his trouser pocket and pushed it into the lock. Before he turned, he knocked three times. Slow and methodical. Then he turned the key.

      The man on the other side of the door lowered the Kalashnikov.

      ‘You’re back,’ he said with a smile.

      ‘What did you expect of me?’ the man in the charcoal coat said, a grin stretching beneath his stubble.

      ‘Thirteen said you would get lost,’ said the man with the Kalashnikov. ‘He said your navigational skills are that of a child.’

      ‘I did not,’ called out a voice from the other room that the man in the charcoal coat recognised to be Thirteen. ‘Nine is telling you lies, brother.’

      The man called Nine chuckled, and hastened the man in the charcoal coat inside.

      ‘Did you collect what you needed?’ he asked as the man in the charcoal coat took off his outdoor wear.

      ‘But of course,’ he replied, ‘there is a reason I am number Two after all.’

      ‘Because you are as stubborn as a mule,’ said Nine, ‘and no one wanted to argue you should be Twenty instead.’

      Two laughed. Carefully, he retrieved the vials from his coat pocket and carried them through to the far room. There was Thirteen sitting beside the bed. His eyes lit up as he saw the payload carried by Two.

      ‘I knew you would succeed,’ he said with a grin. ‘I have faith in my brother.’

      ‘And in Allah,’ insisted Two.

      ‘Yes of course. Praise be to he.’

      Thirteen outstretched his hands and took the vials from Two, placing them down on the bedside table. Two looked down at the bed.

      ‘How is he?’ he asked.

      ‘No worse than before,’ said Thirteen. ‘His temperature is still high, but with these drugs, I expect that to come down soon. His wounds are healing nicely.’

      He pointed at the bandage around the patient’s stomach. Last Two had seen, they had been covered in blood. These bandages looked clean.

      ‘Considering the state he was in when you brought him in, he’s doing a lot better,’ said Thirteen.

      ‘Excellent,’ said Two, ‘give me a timeframe.’

      ‘Well, he’s got broken bones everywhere. Those will take months to recover from. We’ll have to see if there’s any lasting damage, so only time will tell. With cases like this, it’s a marathon, not a sprint.’

      ‘But he’ll survive?’ asked Two.

      Two looked from him to the man in the bed.

      ‘I would say so.’

      ‘Excellent,’ said Two. ‘I shall let One know the mission was a success.’

      Thirteen smiled, and Two left the room. Finding the laptop in what had become his bedroom, Two sat down and turned on the device. After a couple of minutes repeating a process ingrained into him to deter anyone from tracking the signals sent out from the small laptop, he opened up the secure web browser, and logged onto the website.

      There were no new messages. The last being an update sent hours before. Two opened up a new message and typed in his update.

      Everything went according to plan. We have what we need.

      Two hit send. Almost immediately, he saw a response was being typed.

      Excellent. And what is the condition?

      Two read the message, then typed back.

      Stable. High temperature as expected, but expected to improve in the next day.

      A final response came back.

      Send update in the morning. One.

      Two did not need to type a response. Instead, he switched off the laptop and returned it to his cot. Two knew just how pleased One was at the return of the Asset. The journey had been a long and arduous one, but now they had turned a corner, and everything would soon be back on track.

      Two stretched out on his cot and looked up at the sky through his bedroom window.

      Yes, he said to himself. With James Stone back under their control, everything would soon be back on track.
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        By day, Rob is a Professional Crastinator, but by night he furtively types away at his keyboard, bringing Stone’s explosive endeavours to the page. Rob began his own literary journey in 2012 while studying a Masters Degree in Creative Writing at the University of Salford, wherein the spark of James Stone was ignited.
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